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Аннотация



LeRoy Clary�
Dragon Clan #7: Shell�s Story



CHAPTER ONE

After finishing a dinner of his mother�s heavy mutton stew filled with carrots, onions, and turnips, Shell washed his bowl and placed it on the shelf with the other two. Jammer, his younger brother, was eating with friends again, and his mother was conducting family business.
She entered the hut, gave him a peck on his cheek, and glanced at the remaining stew.
Avoiding her eyes, but wanting to speak before she departed again, he said in his steadiest voice, �I request you call a council meeting tonight.�
A stricken expression whipped fleetingly across her face, but it quickly dissolved into blandness almost as fast as it had come. She appeared calm and non-committal as she began slicing carrots laid parallel to each other. His mother would add them to the stew for tomorrow's meals, and she said in a soft voice, �You�re leaving us.�
It was not a question, nothing to debate or linger over. Shell�s mother always knew his innermost thoughts as if they shared a single mind. As a child, when he�d done something wrong, she often knew it as soon as he did�or it seemed that way. He�d learned early not to lie or attempt to conceal things from her. His mother waited for his response with sad eyes.
He finally shrugged and said, �I have to go.�
She reached for a pair of yellow onions and peeled away the outside skins. A few deft cuts of the knife turned the insides into small cubes. How can she do that without cutting off a finger?
Still, without raising her eyes to him, she said, �The new people threatening us from across the water are unknown quantities. I know they�re a danger to the families living near the Endless Sea, but they won�t cross the Raging Mountains and come all the way across the grasslands to our home.�
�We don�t know that. But, even if that�s so, the invaders from Breslau will find and kill as many Dragon Clan as they can no matter where they live. If not this year, then next. Breslau has Dragon Masters that teach their green dragons to kill ours. We wear the dragon mark on our backs, and they hate us for that and will wipe us out. To do less to help our family is wrong, no matter where they live or what part of the family they threaten.�
�Well said.� His mother finished chopping the onions and scooped them into the stew with the blade of her knife. She diced turnips and added them. �You�re right, of course, but if there had been a nice girl for you at Springtown last year, I think you would have remained and raised babies for me to spoil.�
�I can�t stay here and raise lambs and goats with all my tomorrows the same as today. Like Papa before he died, I want a woman to share my life with. On my way to the seaport of Racine to offer my help in defending our family from the invaders, I�ll stop at Bear Mountain.�
�To look for a wife?� She sounded hopeful.
�Yes. There�s one girl we�ve all heard the messengers talk about repeatedly, Camilla, the wildling girl. She must be special.�
�Ah, that one. Son, you may have set your sights too high when you talk of Camilla. That girl is known far and wide. I�ll bet there�s a path worn through the forest by eager young men wishing to court her. But, I will go tell Anson you�d like to speak at a family council tonight.�
After she had left, Shell closed his eyes in relief, and to prevent any tears from leaking out. That went better than I expected. When he opened them, he decided to gather and inventory his meager belongings. It didn�t take long. He would leave much of it to his younger brother, Jammer, who would learn to watch over the flock. Jammer wouldn�t be happy about him leaving, and even less so when he discovered that he would inherit Shell�s job as a herdsman.
Jammer didn�t like animals, at least not in the way Shell did. Jammer didn�t take the time to talk to them or get to know them as individuals. He thought them stupid and only good for eating. Not yet fourteen, he had far too much energy to sit and watch animals chew grass all day long. Perhaps Shell could teach him some fighting moves with his staff before he departed, and Jammer could work on perfecting them while watching over the flocks, as he had.
But on second thought, Jammer would complain about that too, as he did about everything. The moves would be too fast, hard, difficult, or unimpressive. Suddenly, Shell didn�t care. He would soon be gone from the rolling plains of the high grasslands, off to find a wife if he was lucky, and to help his people, and have adventures above and beyond any that any man in his family had in a hundred years. At least that was his plan.
He would see the great volcano they called Bear Mountain, the dragons nesting on the warm slopes, Castle Warrington where a dragon directed by Tanner won the battle against the King two years ago, and perhaps he would sail across the Endless Sea to the land of Breslau. If he worked hard enough, tales would spread of his achievements, even to the grasslands of the far west and to his family in this tiny village. Defeating Breslau was important for all Dragon Clan, and a goal he should set for himself, but his mind kept pushing it to the back. First and foremost, he was going to see dragons. See and �feel� them. Maybe even bond with one.
Finding a wife was also a lofty goal considering what little he had to offer a woman, especially for someone like Camilla, but seeing a dragon up close was a reality he could achieve, and he might encounter other potential wives; maybe plenty of them. The slopes of Bear Mountain would be his first destination. He might not meet and marry Camilla, or defeat Breslau, but dragons were waiting for him. Calling for him.
Failing to see the dragons would make the entire trip, and his life, feel like a waste. Even for a Dragon Clan member, the draw between him and dragons was beyond normal. It didn�t tug at the back of his mind as it did with others of his family. It yanked and tore at him, and had been that way for over a year, no matter how hard he tried to ignore the feelings. It was as if one specific dragon was calling his name at night, like a night-whisperer in a story.
Lately, the pull had become stronger, more intense, and more frequent. He hadn�t mentioned it to anyone for fear they�d laugh or ridicule him, but when he woke each morning, the dragon calling to him seemed real until the final whispers faded with the dawn. Over the last months, during the cool nights he felt the increased relentless pull and woke to look to the west.
He wouldn�t mention the dragons while at the council meeting. They might think him daft or gullible in some manner, perhaps a restless youth chasing a dream. But he�d think about dragons at the meeting and probably dream of them again tonight. When he woke in the morning, the dream wouldn�t fade this time. He would go and find his dragons, maybe a wife, and enough adventure to last a lifetime.
The flicker of a bonfire outside drew his attention. People were already gathering for the meeting around the central fire pit, and some carried chairs or small benches. Others unrolled blankets on the bare ground. Nearly a dozen people were already there, talking and guessing the reason for the meeting, and about who called it. This was Shell�s time. He resolved himself to refuse disappointment. If the council rejected his plea, he would still leave. He could do no less.
Shell watched the three elders sitting together on chairs facing a third, empty chair, waiting for him. They sat at ease as he approached. Instead of sitting, he began pacing as he eased his mind.
He kept his shoulders square and his chin up. The reluctance of the council to allow him to travel to Breslau was understandable. Leaving them meant Jammer would have to step into his shoes. The boy was young, but no younger than Shell had been when he assumed the herding duties a dozen years ago. Now in his mid-twenties, he knew the time was right, and if he didn�t leave now, he never would. Just because Jammer�s personality was different, or selfish, or self-centered, should not define Shell�s life and ambitions. His mother would be without a �man of the house� since his father had died more than five years earlier, but it was time for Jammer to step up as he had so long ago. The village would be without one of its five warriors, but there hadn�t been a conflict needing a warrior on the plains for a generation.
As the council leader, his mother was the first of the elders to speak, as was natural for her to speak for her son. Old Man Alba, the handyman of the village, and the only one to have faced an enemy in battle was always the second to speak. Tianna, the mother of three girls, all married now with children of their own, sat in the third chair. His mother watched him approach with a bland expression, then after a quick headcount to ensure most of the adults were present, called the meeting to order.
She turned to him. �You asked for this meeting, Shell. State your case.�
He may have seen a glint of pride in her eyes as she spoke. Shell decided to remain on his feet instead of taking the vacant chair, the one facing the three, as was customary. Standing gave him status or at least self-perceived status. How should I begin? He had not envisioned the meeting beginning in this way. He had expected his mother to outline his fantasy trip and decry it, and the others of the council follow her lead before asking him a series of questions.
Instead, she put it on him to make his case. While his knees didn�t shake and his hands didn�t quiver, he had thought his emotions would be stronger and his confidence greater.
The first words he uttered could force the elders to take sides. The words needed to be diplomatic and respectful, but he had not planned for this. He had to portray conviction and determination, as well as eloquence in his address.
He�d practiced his answers many times with the sheep of his flock, not a full speech, just the answers to his anticipated questions. To his ears, he sounded mature, and the sheep had mostly paid attention, but he had been answering potential questions. Giving a full statement was unexpected. The sheep had been easy to convince with his glib answers; all of them, but one ewe who rarely listened to anything he said. More time speaking in front of the stubborn goats would have better prepared him, but the council waited to hear his opening statement.
He drew a deep breath and in a calm, clear voice announced, �I�m leaving.�
The words stopped there as if he�d said all that was needed. Shell simply ran out of more to say as his throat squeezed closed and his breathing became harder. His eyes shifted from one elder to another, waiting for them to laugh, or criticize his decision and his speech. The entire flowing speech he wanted to give, the precise points he wished to make, all evaporated from his mind. He stopped the relentless pacing and turned to them, trying to appear calm.
Tianna interrupted the enduring silence instead of his mother, a break in council tradition, but allowed under the circumstances of his mother sitting in judgment, �I think we all understand your decision, Shell. Sometimes it is best just to say what is needed, and no more, and you have certainly done that tonight. I agree to your quest.�
�And I,� Old Man Alba said. �It appears this is something you feel strongly about and must do.�
Shell felt his mouth turn dry. They�re letting me go. The conclusion came as almost a letdown. He had been prepared to fight and argue with them. Shout. Even defy them. He had a right to live his life and do what he felt he needed, but all those words didn�t need to be said. They understood.
His mother cleared her throat. �I have sensed your troubled mind for a few seasons and knew this day would arrive. I expected it earlier, but as much as it pains a mother to agree to let a son leave home, the time has come. You may go. Is there any other business for the council to discuss this night?�
When nobody brought up anything else, his mother dismissed the meeting, and refreshments were served, sweet cakes, bitter ale, and watered wine. It seemed everyone wanted to speak to Shell at once, to offer advice or wish him good luck.
One of the younger boys, standing only knee high, the son of a farmer named Cramer asked, �When are you leaving?�
Shell hesitated. The meeting tonight had been about permission to leave, not determining a date, but the question was valid. It was his next decision. He debated possible answers as the boy fidgeted.
Old Man Alba sipped bitter ale and chewed on crisp slices of fresh apples, but looked up and spoke for him, �Soon. There�s nothing here that cannot be done by others, and too much planning never helps.�
�Why is that?� Shell asked.
�Because as soon as you walk over the first hill you will encounter something you didn�t foresee, couldn�t foresee. A snake will bite your leg, or a highwayman will steal your purse. A beautiful woman on the road may be looking for a protector, or the King needs you to serve in his army. All the planning in the world cannot account for what is right over that little hill behind me.� Alba jammed a thumb over his shoulder.
Shell couldn�t help but look at the small rise in the ground and wonder.
Old Man Alba chuckled, �You see? And there are a hundred more hills beside that one you�ll climb. You�d leave tonight if you had any gumption or a modicum of good sense.�
Tater, another farmer with one foot missing from a childhood accident, caught his attention. �This is good land around here for farming, Shell. Your flocks are healthy and multiplying, and you have a position in the family many envy. What is it out there that draws you so much you�d give this up?�
�Dragons,� Shell said without pause, surprising himself at the directness of the answer.
�It must be more than that,� Tater said. �We�re all Dragon Clan.�
�You�re right; I am Dragon Clan. So are you. But in my entire life, I have only seen one dragon, and that one from a distance so great I barely felt the skin on my back crawl.�
Brace, a tall young man with one wandering eye, sounded almost defensive, �I�m two years older than you, and I�ll stay here and make my way. This is my home, and I cannot even think of leaving to chase a whim.�
Old Man Alba spat the skin of his apple on the ground near his feet. His eyes were locked on Shell. �I�ve seen you practicing your moves with your staff while you�re grazing your flock. I think you can defeat any of your sheep in battle, but there�s one ewe that has a few good defensive moves, and you need to watch out for her. There is always one. Remember that. There is always one.�
That drew a chuckle from all in hearing range, and Shell blushed. But the old man was right. Shell practiced his fighting moves daily, and the heavy staff moved like liquid fire in his hands. Herding the sheep provided unlimited time to practice. He twirled, spun, jabbed, and parried while moving gracefully from one move to another. His strong chest and arms concealed power and speed, a deadly combination with a staff, the traditional weapon of the Dragon Clan.
All that practice with his staff, year after year, but he�d never been in an actual fight. His eyes shifted to the other two in his immediate family, and then to the rest who attended the council meeting. Few of them were now watching him; most had already moved on. A wave of disappointment filled his being. They were going on about their own business, concerned with their personal lives, not with what he planned to do, but how it might affect them, if at all. Children still played tag, women talked to other women, men downed ale and told tall tales, and the dogs watched the flocks this night. None cared. The meeting was over.
The sense of friendship and family dissolved into a new understanding of reality. Some would think of him in the morning, and fewer the next. Oh, his mother would miss him, and Jammer would curse him forever for leaving the herding to him, but as Shell remembered others who had left their village, he�d reacted much the same. His sheep had needed tending, his shoe mending, his thoughts too crowded with other concerns to think of the ones who moved on.
He turned back to the old man still chewing on apple slices, the apple held in one hand and the knife in his other. �Too much preplanning is bad, huh?�
�Tomorrow�s departure would suit you best, Shell. Go home tonight. Pack your things and make your goodbyes short and sweet.� Alba finished his ale and set the mug on a small table too hard. The table almost tipped, but he had made the point.
Shell nodded and stuck out his hand to shake the gnarled and grizzled hand of the old man. �Maybe you�re right, Alba. You might not see me in the morning.�
Turning away, he noticed a few of the group still watched him, but no others raced to his side to wish him well or tried to talk him out of going. As he moved past them, a few gave limp but encouraging smiles or a pat on the shoulder. Shell nodded to them and strolled away to enter his hut, his mind focused on what to pack for his trip.

CHAPTER TWO

The following morning, well before the sun rose, Shell woke and eased off his sleeping pad. He had barely slept all night because of the fire of excitement burning hot in his veins, let alone the call of dragons whispering to him. Each waking hour filled his mind with more concerns, ideas, and plans. Things he should have said and plans that he should have made. But in the end, he couldn�t think of anything else to say or do.
�You were going to stay long enough to say goodbye to me, weren�t you?� The soft voice came from within the dimness of the far side of the hut. It came from his mother. She sat in her favorite chair, a blanket over her shoulders as if she had known he would attempt to sneak out.
�Of course, I was,� he lied, speaking softly to avoid waking Jammer. She had probably had as little sleep as him, maybe less. A son leaving home for the first time affects a mother more than the son, he realized.
She said, �Jammer will miss you too, you know. He�s already complaining about watching the flock, and he has yet to do it on his own.�
�He�ll learn. The animals can become his friends. Maybe the responsibility will help him grow up.�
�Oh, I doubt that. I love Jammer, but I know him well. I�ve already spoken to Cramer. His oldest boy is just two years younger than Jammer and already more suited for herding. He may soon take over Jammer�s duties for a share of the flock.�
A flash of jealous anger filled Shell. �Then what will Jammer do?�
His mother was already on her feet quietly gathering vegetables, fruit, and meat to pack in a cloth sack for his journey. �Oh, I suspect he�ll be off and following you into the wilds in a year, or two. Look for him while you�re out there. He�ll be chasing adventure right on your heels.�
�I plan to home when this is finished. I�ll talk some sense to Jammer then.�
�You say that now, but I suspect that will never happen. Not because you don�t want to return, but because there�s a great world out there just waiting for you to explore it. You need this. I should have pushed you out the door years ago, but I grew complacent.�
�Mom, I�m not a conqueror or a hero. I�m just going to see what I�m missing and try to do my part in the coming war.�
She didn�t answer, but gave him a close hug that told more than words. Before he had time to reconsider, she handed him the small cloth sack and urged him to slip quietly out the door without waking Jammer. A quick kiss on his forehead and she pulled the door closed behind him, leaving him standing in the chill of the predawn morning.
As he�d learned in the last ten years, life is often about choices. Usually two of them. His choices today were two. Stay or leave. Other people would be waking soon, and each would demand his time and delay his departure longer as they talked and said their good-byes.
A yellow dog he called Max approached sleepily and spread out near his feet. Max had helped him guard the sheep until growing too old. After giving the old dog a few strokes, Shell slipped on his homemade backpack, tossed the bag of food over his shoulder and lifted his staff from beside the door. He turned his back to all he knew to face his future.
He strode confidently up the first rise Old Man Alba had spoken of, but near the top, his pace slowed. What is over that hill? Still moving slowly, he felt the first rays of the sun warm his back. At the top, he considered taking one last look behind as he came to a full halt. Then, he drew in a full breath to steel himself and crossed over the first hill, looking for snakes, highwaymen, and beautiful women, all without looking over his shoulder once.
He carried a backpack filled mostly with clothing. Strings kept a warm blanket rolled tightly and tied in a roll above the pack. The bag of food was in his right hand, the staff in his left. He paused and removed the backpack. The food went inside, so both of his hands were free to work with the staff.
The sun flooded the day as he walked with exaggerated swings of his arms, the staff spinning, thumping the ground, timing his pace, and defending him from any imaginary enemies. Bear Mountain lay due west, so he�d warm his back with the sun in the morning and face it in the afternoon. Going down the hillside, he lengthened his stride, and his pace picked up. The staff became a walking stick, each strike on the ground a measurement of time and distance.
As he walked, his hands and arms moved to the freedom of practicing with the staff, repeating the moves other warriors of the Dragon Clan had taught him over the years. Usually, one or two new moves provided by each. But Shell remembered them all and had performed the same actions so many times he needn�t think about them. They were as natural as breathing. His staff came parallel to the ground as he held it before him to stop an imaginary sword from descending. Then it moved to either side to stop the next blow. A strong swordsman would tire long before he managed to cut Shell.
But Shell would do more than defend himself and that was the beauty of a staff in trained hands. As the thrust of a blade was thwarted with one end of the staff, the other end was clear for attacking. Made from a stout branch of a hickory tree, his staff was strong, heavy, and his thumb and forefinger couldn�t encircle it. An enemy struck by his staff would suffer. With the force of his arms, back, and shoulders provided, a single blow would drop a man.
It didn�t matter where it struck. Shin, knee, thigh, hip, chest, elbow, or head would put an enemy on the ground. A solid strike with the staff ended a fight. But Shell had not practiced making a single blow with his exercises. No, he�d learned to attack in patterns of six, eight, or even ten strikes, each powerful and so fast the eye could not follow the slashing ends of the staff.
By midmorning, he sat at the top of another hill covered in waving summer grasses. Shell looked about and decided he was now farther from his home than he�d ever been in his life, even farther than Springtown, a half day's walk from home in another direction. A deer eased out of the brush to his right, not thirty paces away. He wouldn�t have killed the deer if he could, but its presence told of the single weakness of his staff. Distance. For it to be effective, an enemy had to be close.
The deer, as close as it was, chewed brown grass without fear. Standing only thirty paces away, it was perfectly safe. Without hurrying, the deer trotted off a few steps, then as if to insult him, casually leaped into the air and disappeared as only a white rump and tail told where it went.
I need a bow. And to learn to use it. Along with a hundred other things.
Shell pulled the knife from the scabbard at his waist. Longer than his hand, with a slight curve to the tip of the blade, it felt awkward and unbalanced. The knife had been cheap to buy, and those were some of the reasons why the cost had been but a single rabbit pelt. The blade held pits from rust where his father hadn�t kept it properly greased. The bone handle twisted to one side, making it feel odd in his right hand, but it fit better in his left hand, the awkward one he couldn�t use.
The knife was not given to him as a weapon, but a tool, if a poor one. The soft iron of the blade wouldn�t hold an edge no matter how many times he stroked it on a stone. He�d worn and used it since he first took over the flocks more than a dozen years ago, a gift from his father. A gift for a ten-year-old boy.
He replaced the knife in the scabbard and walked on. By evening the Raging Mountains rose directly ahead, clearer and closer than he�d ever seen them. Instead of a faint purplish ripple on the horizon, they stood sharply defined against the orange sky, and a few had white peaks gleaming brightly.
His thoughts turned to more immediate problems. People can see a campfire on the prairie as if it is the only star in the evening sky. Anyone, friend or enemy could follow that firelight leading directly to him. He ate his meal of dried food cold; his blanket wrapped around his shoulders as he huddled beside a ledge of rock to break the wind, without a fire.
The morning of the second day arrived to find him already on his feet and walking to warm up. The blanket had not kept the chill off during the night, and he had slept restlessly, waking with a start whenever cold crept beneath the blanket and the night whisperer of a dragon called to him.
The hills he traveled became higher, the valleys lower, and the vegetation greener. A few willows and cottonwoods lined a creek bed. He still did his exercises with his staff as he walked, but his mind betrayed him, and his thinking returned to the home he�d left and the people he might never see again. Yesterday had been exhilarating to leave, but this day the feelings turned to sadness and regret.
He walked steadily, but he continued to think about all he should have said at the council meeting, what he should have done, and what he might have done if he had remained home. In some ways, he felt a failure for wanting to leave his family and village. In others, he doubted himself and the decision he�d made.
Off to become a hero. Instead of cursing himself silently he talked out loud, sometimes argued with himself, or shouted at others who were not present. Shell thought hard about returning home as he increased his pace. His mind portrayed how they would receive him, some welcoming him back with open arms. Others with snarls or sad smiles, a few with glee at his failure.
But returning home wouldn�t happen. He had now allowed himself the luxury of being sad about leaving, but his thoughts welcomed what would come with the venture ahead and his blood stirred. Later, he broke out in song, his mood shifting like a bee flitting from one spring flower to another. The second night was as cold as the first, again without a fire. During the early morning of the third day, a rare rainstorm blew in. Drenched, he sat with the blanket over his head and waited it out. Rainstorms usually passed quickly.
The rains seldom came to the grasslands in summer, and when they did, shallow depressions became lakes, gullies filled with raging streams. As the ground soaked up the water, the topsoil turned into thick, sticky mud. They said a man grew taller as he walked in it, and each foot collected clay until it grew so heavy he couldn�t lift it.
The sound of a roaring river brought him to attention just after daylight as the rain still fell. A river? Here? He hadn�t heard it before. He stood and gathered his belongings. A few hundred steps west brought him up short. A river far too wild and wide prevented him from continuing. He felt sure it wasn�t there when he stopped for the night.
Even in the dim light, he saw tree trunks bouncing and surging with the murky currents, along with sticks, branches, leaves, all moving in a mud-colored morass churned with frothy, dirty, brown water. As he stood and watched, a section of ground ten steps ahead of him cracked and fell away as it washed downriver. Cracks in the ground just in front of his toes told him more of the bank would soon go.
He moved back up the side of the hill again, near where he�d stopped at sundown. He sat in the muck, under a rain and mud covered blanket. Lightning cracked, and thunder rolled as more torrential rain fell.
Shell shivered with cold and tried to remain optimistic. As the Old Man Alba had said, he couldn�t plan for this. Somewhere near mid-day, the rain slowed, then stopped. He stood, looked over the hillside to the wide river and sat again. Even if there had been wood for a fire, it would be too wet. He could walk the riverbank and wait, but there would be no crossing the river until the following day.
The temperature increased, and while the sun didn�t come out, a warm wind started to dry the landscape. He fell asleep and woke near dusk. The first thing he noticed was a clear sky and the lack of the roar of the river. He looked over the hill again and found the river half the size it had been that morning, though still flowing too swift and deep to cross.
He wrung some of the water out of the blanket and tossed it over a shrub to dry in the wind. It wouldn�t totally dry before he used it to sleep under, but it would be drier than last night. He went to the bank of the river and watched whole trees stranded along the shore, against a bank that had steadily eroded all day.
There were floating deer, desert sheep, and smaller animals, all dead, all looking as if someone had beat them for hours. Their fur was wet, torn, and matted. Sticks, branches, and even whole bushes piled against logjams. Directly across the river, a black bear wandered from carcass to carcass, sniffing and choosing the best meal. Its tiny eyes found Shell.
The bear didn�t worry him excessively. Tomorrow it would probably sleep all day after a feast tonight. He checked the river again and found the level had dropped while he watched. By morning he could cross without a problem.
He turned to go back to his camp and pulled to a stop. Two men stood between him and the camp. One stood with his legs apart and hands on hips, a snarl on his lips. He was heavyset, his hair dark and limp. The other stood taller and thin, also wearing a sneer, but a pale imitation of the first. Both were dressed in filthy cheap canvas pants and simple shirts with holes cut so they�d fit over their heads. They pulled knives and held them at their sides while exchanging satisfied grins.
Shell looked past them to his staff propped against the bush that held his blanket to dry. He said in what he hoped was a friendly tone, �Hello, my name�s Shell. Can I help you?�
�Yes, you can help us,� the tall one said, imitating Shell�s tone, however, with an evil sounding twist as his smile increased. �You can give us all your food, clothes, money, and weapons. And anything else we want.�
�You want everything?� Shell asked.
The tone of the robber shifted to one harder, more intense. �You heard me. Now, move.�
Shell slowly circled them, giving the two a wide berth as he crabbed sideways to his camp, but always keeping his eyes on them, always ready to spin and sprint away. Two against one. They controlled the situation. They let him move to his camp, obviously believing they were the superior fighters and held weapons, and Shell was meekly doing as told. Seeing the first man, the leader, was about to speak again, and Shell was almost half way to his staff. He spoke first, to misdirect them and give himself time to reach his camp. �I don�t want to give you my things, but I can see I have no choice. My backpack is right over here, and I�ll give it to you. There�s not much in it. But then you�re going to let me go free, right?�
He�d spoken slowly, moved slower, so he didn�t alert them, but as they�d listened to his long-winded speech, he reached the bush where his blanket dried. His staff was within easy reach, but there was no sense in fighting if it could be avoided.
�Hurry it up, we don�t have all day,� one said in a whining tone, waving his knife in a threatening way to tell Shell to hurry. �And get out of them clothes, too. I think they�ll fit me.�
Shell said, �I don�t have any money, only a little food, and nothing of value. Why don�t you just go find someone else to rob?�
�See anybody else around here? You�re a stupid cow, ain�t you?� It was the angry skinny one speaking this time. He had maybe been clean shaven a month ago, and his beard grew back in sporadic patches, making his face appear dirty, even if it hadn�t dried mud hadn�t covered it. His face was tinged red, and he took an aggressive step in Shell�s direction.
Shell didn�t react or retreat, and still didn�t reach for his staff, only an arm�s length away. He said, �Listen, I don�t want to hurt you. You can leave now, and we�ll forget this whole thing.�
They looked at each other, and the heavyset man nodded once. They charged, knives leading the way, slashing and swinging.
The staff filled Shell�s hand, and his grip was intentionally nearer one end, instead of the usual defensive grip in the center. He swung the staff wildly around his head in a full circle. Another fighter, one who had seen a staff used in a similar manner, would have dived to the ground and rolled out of reach. Shell increased the strength of his grip and used his back and shoulders to let the heavy staff make the second spin while he braced for the strike.
Moving at full speed, the end of the staff struck the thin man high on his shoulder, hard enough to crack bones. When the staff bounced off him, Shell used that momentum to draw it back and jab an end directly into the stomach of the charging second man. The man realized what was about to happen an instant before Shell buried it into the man�s flabby middle, but it had been far too late for the man to prevent it. He flopped down to the ground and moaned in agony.
Shell pulled the staff back and leaned on it, as he said, pointing to the first man he had struck, �That arm is broken, I think.� He didn�t address the other because he was too busy vomiting and groaning to listen.
�Now I�m forced to ford the river tonight, or I can kill both of you so I can get some sleep without fearing another attack,� Shell spoke earnestly, but allowed some of his anger to filter through. When he saw no remorse, he gave up. Both robbers had become silent and were now looking at him with pleading eyes. He went to the first one and ripped away the purse from the strings attaching it to his belt. A faint jingle sounded, dull and muted. Inside were three copper tabs, the smallest coins issued by the King.
One tab paid for a small mug of cheap, watered wine, mostly water. The purse of the other robber held a single copper coin, which was worth ten tabs, enough to buy two poor quality meals. After a brief inspection, Shell found nothing else of value, not even their knives, which were worse than his.
Their eyes followed his every movement, the groaning and puking mostly over; the first held his left arm with his other hand as he rocked in pain. The other man just lay curled up with his knees near his chin in the mud. Shell said, �I could feel guilty taking your money, but I don�t. The inconvenience of wading across the river tonight should cost you more coins than what you have.�
He rolled his almost dry blanket and gathered his other things. He stood near the two robbers and suggested, �You might look for an honest way to earn a living. If we meet again, I will kill you.�
He turned away and chose to walk downstream. At the very edge of being able to hear them, one said in a rasp, as if clearing something distasteful from his mouth, �Dragon Clan.�
Shell smiled. He hurried downstream, watching for a place to cross the river, then decided that if he could cross, so could they. Having them behind him wouldn�t let him get any sleep, so he circled away from the river and made his way back to where he�d left them.
They were gone. He tracked them upstream for a way, then they turned away from the river and into some low hills. The half-moon and bright stars provided enough light to track them, and since they were not trying to conceal their tracks, it was easy. Most of the time they used a well-worn path.
He paused at a pile of boulders, most of them larger than the hut his family lived in, and carefully advanced. Voices drifted in the night air. He moved closer and saw six people gathered around a small fire. He recognized the pair that had attacked him, but another man was doing the fierce talking and shouting. Even though Shell couldn�t understand the words from the distance he watched, he recognized the anger the speaker displayed.
Shell watched as he chastised the injured men. He stood before them waving his arms and still shouting while pointing at the river where the attack had taken place. Two others who had not attacked Shell stood up and hurried off to a hut, only to return with weapons in their hands. The three of them headed along the path Shell stood beside.
He could confront them, but he could lose a fight against three men. Even fighting two opponents was usually silly if it could be avoided. Before at the river, he had surprise and skill on his side, and those two things equaled another man in that fight. Now there were three armed men ready to chase him down like an animal and he realized not crossing the river so he could pursue them had been a good choice. Shell stepped back deeper into the dense underbrush brush and stood still, letting the night shadows of the bushes hide him.
All three moved fast, almost trotting. They were in a hurry to catch up with him. One held twin spears, one in each hand. A second held a bow, and the leader wore a short sword at his hip and a bow over his shoulder. They passed so close that Shell could have reached out and grabbed any of the three. Instead, he waited and watched, allowing only his eyes to move with them as they went past.
Shell again had two choices. Sneak away and hope he could evade them, or follow and try to attack them one at a time, but never fighting all three at the same time. He didn�t like either choice, but a possible third option drew his attention. Only three people remained at the campfire, two of them injured. One had looked like a woman, but he couldn�t tell for sure. He could attack their camp.
Old Man Alba had been right. You can�t tell what might happen just over the next hill. Shell made his choice.

CHAPTER THREE

Shell didn�t believe sneaking off into the dark to escape the highwaymen pursuing him was an option. He imagined sitting alone each night, scared of stray sounds and the highwaymen�s reappearance, and that didn�t appeal. Neither did watching for them around each bend of the paths he followed. They named the tune, so he would sing it.
Waiting in the darkness under the bushes, he hid in the deepest shadows where he could see the clearing in front of the three crudely built huts. The three men pursuing him would probably search near the river all night, but the three people still in the camp deserved a visit from him in return for the harm they tried to do to him. The one he had decided was a woman by her diminutive size and movements, helped set the broken arm of the screaming man. Shell waited until they finished, and the two men headed for one hut while she went to another.
Still, he waited. The huts had been built of brushwood piled against a framework of greasewood and juniper, all local plants, and the only available sources to use for construction. The small willows and cottonwoods growing beside the stream he�d passed were half a day�s walk away. To build on the grasslands, you used what the rolling hills offered, and that is generally a choice between tall grass and stunted shrubs or both.
Yellow light from oil lamps escaped through the many cracks of the walls in both occupied huts. Eventually, the lights went out. Shell checked his desire to rush ahead and slip into the camp, and hopefully convince them to leave him alone in the future. The third hut drew his attention. That one had looked empty and still was, as far as he knew. Near midnight he crept closer and carefully opened its door an inch. He froze and listened. Hearing no breathing inside, he opened it further and sniffed. A room containing a person smells different than an empty one, but he saw, smelled, and heard nothing.
Leaving the door open to shed a little starlight inside, he felt his way to an empty sleeping pallet and a crudely made chair. He continued working his way around the room, following the walls to a second pallet. A light would have hastened his search, but with the shoddy construction, enough light would spill from the walls for one of the others to see it if they were not asleep.
His hand touched a table made from a tree stump. On top of it, he found the first item he searched for, which was an oil lamp. A small jar filled with lamp oil sat on the bare floor. Carrying the lamp and oil, he continued his search, and behind the door discovered one of the things he�d hoped to find; a bow and quiver of arrows, both surprisingly well crafted from the brief inspection he gave them. They must have stolen these from another traveler. These are not the kind of people to own good weapons.
He slipped the bow over his head and adjusted it to fit comfortably on his shoulder. The quiver went over the other shoulder, with the arrows in easy reach. Filled with the satisfaction of the finds, his hand touched the jar of oil and the lamp again. Outside in the starlight, he dribbled oil around the base of the hut, then quickly, but quietly moved to the other huts. After emptying the oil jar on them, he went to the dying campfire and placed a dry stick on the red coals. When it caught fire, he used it to light the lamp.
With restraint, while hurrying, his heart pounded. He went to the hut where the two men had entered and touched the flame of the lamp to the spilled oil. The fire flickered, caught, and quickly spread. He hurried to the hut where the woman entered and did the same. On his way to the third hut, he paused, saw how fast the huts were burning and called out, �Fire!�
He knelt in the shadow at the base of the last hut as he watched the people spill out of the burning huts, confused and trying to wake up to face the emergency. He lit the last hut on fire and backed quickly into the shadows of the boulders that surrounded the area before the light from the flames could betray him. He went deeper into the dense brush to hide and watch. Turning, he made sure all three people were safely outside as they tried to put out the fires. That�ll keep them busy for a while.
They�d never look back at the incident the same as Shell. They would curse and blame him for their troubles because that�s the kind of people they were. Others were always at fault, not them. But if they had let him go unmolested when he tried to cross the river, their huts and belongings wouldn�t have burned. Hopefully, they would move on and find another place to rob innocent people instead of following him. Better yet, they might move on and take up new occupations.
More likely, they�d chase Shell until their boots wore out, but he hoped they�d had enough and feared chasing him would cause them more grief. He remembered an old joke about fools chasing a man until he caught them. But it would not be a joke if they did catch up. He would die, probably painfully, or they would. Shell decided the next encounter would end differently than they wished.
In his eyes, they were now even. They had tried to hurt him and steal his belongings. In return, he destroyed their huts and injured two of them. But if they followed with the desire to injure or kill him, he intended to end the situation for good. For now, he had a distance to put between himself and any highwaymen foolish enough to follow.
Shell traveled upstream in the darkness, always keeping the sounds of the river on his left since the three searching for him had gone downstream. He made satisfactory progress. The ground was drying out and the footing firmer than the last two days. When he caught a glimpse of the river, it had receded even more than the early afternoon. As he followed the muddy bank northward, the river widened, and the current slowed as the water grew more shallow. Ahead it seemed to narrow again and probably ran faster up there, so he decided he�d reached the best place to cross.
Glancing behind drew a frown as it clearly showed his footprints in the mud, so trying to hide his intentions was silly because the evidence was clear for anyone to see. He waded into the cool water and allowed the current to brush against his legs, testing both the water�s speed and footing. It moved gently, and his feet only sank in a little. He took another tentative step. Then another. And another. After ten steps, the water was only knee deep. He plunged ahead.
By morning the river would shrink again to become a wide stream, and later in the day a dry wash. The water rose to his thighs near the middle, and a touch of worry briefly filled his mind, but then he walked out of the water instead of into it, the depth growing less with each step. The level decreased to ankle high, and then he stood on the far bank, safe and reasonably dry.
Another look behind found a bright point of light against the depth of the night, where the huts still glowed, not as brightly as earlier. There had been no way for them to put out the fires he�d started, not with the oil he�d poured on the huts and the distance to the river for water to pour on them. By now only a few embers told where three huts had been, and his name would be cursed a hundred times before dawn. Shell stood on a sandstone shelf and instead of walking in the soft mud, he moved along the harder surface and continued slowly and carefully, leaving few tracks for followers.
The elevation of the land rose, and as always, when he reached the crest he saw another hill ahead. But as he followed a sandstone shelf he came to a depression that had already drained, the bottom dry. Looking behind again revealed the long upward slope he�d followed, he could see the river dimly in the distance.
He pulled a few sage bushes and uprooted two small junipers and placed them on the lip of the depression, on the downhill side where they helped hide him from being seen from the trail. From a prone position behind the bushes, he could watch his back trail and see anyone following long before they saw him. With luck, they could walk within twenty steps of him and never know he lay there, with his new bow strung and ready to let arrows fly.
But he also planned for a backdoor exit, also unseen from the trail. That provided his two options, again. Two choices.
After a last look, he unrolled his blanket and lay down on one-half, pulling the other half over him for a cover. Sleep had escaped him for a couple of nights, and he intended to make up for some of it. He woke half a dozen times before sunrise, carefully checking the path and surrounding area each time, but nobody followed. Later, after the sun came up, he continued napping the morning away, figuring that if they were going to follow him, it would be in daylight. So instead of leaving, he remained and caught up on his sleep.
Shortly after mid-day, Shell stood and stretched since there were still no signs of pursuit. A few minutes later he continued walking east, feeling confident that he was safe from them. The incident impressed upon him that not all strangers understood he wanted to be a hero, and his quest might be fanciful and perhaps silly, but standing in his way could get someone killed�or they might lose their huts to fire. He felt a grin spreading and suppressed it.
In no way, did he make light of the situation, or think it a joking matter. No, it put a stamp of seriousness on the venture that he probably needed because he hadn�t considered getting into any fights before he arrived in Breslau. He couldn�t thank the men who wanted to rob him, but perhaps he did owe them a debt for warning him of the hardships sure to follow.
The Raging Mountains that had seemed so much closer two days ago were still as far away as ever, or so it seemed. He was almost out of food and expected to go hungry for a few days, but fortunately, he had crossed several streams lately. A man can live without eating, but he must drink, and streams offered food.
At a trickle of a stream, late on the fifth day, he noticed a place where the bank had caved in long ago and left a shallow depression covered with sand. A small fire would be safe from discovery, especially if he dug out the sand and made his fire there where the flames would be hidden from direct sight. But the fire wasn�t the primary reason for stopping early at that location. The stream was.
As he approached the stream edge slowly, he looked in the deep water, peering into the rocky bottom and spotted crayfish scuttling about in the mud between the rocks. He gathered a fistful of the long dry grass and twisted strands until he wove four tube traps, all with wide openings where the crayfish could enter easily, but not escape.
He located periwinkles attached to rocks, a tiny freshwater clam in the mud, a grasshopper, and an earthworm. They were captured and placed in the traps as bait. While the bait worked, hopefully attracting the crayfish, he gathered firewood and scooped out a deep hole to help hide the fire from a distance, then built a ring of rocks. He wouldn�t light it until dark because of smoke rising in the clear sky telling anyone with eyes where he was.
When he checked the traps, he found more than twenty crayfish. Without a bowl or a way to keep them, he left them in the traps and reset them in the water before climbing the tallest hill and sitting at the top to watch, and make sure he was the only person in sight.
Later, he roasted the crayfish by setting them on the hot rocks surrounding the fire and wished for more to eat. The fire soothed his spirits as well as warmed his body in a way that had little to do with the chill of the night. But he had a reasonably full belly, and when the sun rose, he stood, eager and ready to walk a full day.
The mountains looked a little taller in the morning, and the snow-capped peaks higher, the air more invigorating. As he walked, the vegetation changed slightly, showing more green, and the shrubs grew taller. Shell became so relaxed he almost missed the footprints in the soft dirt that crossed his trail.
Shell pulled to a stop in mid-stride, eyes focused on the ground. Two footprints were visible in the soft dirt, both distinct and clearly fresh as if someone had just run across the path. His eyes flashed around, searching for the person who left them. When he didn�t see anyone, he took a knee to shield himself from their sight and measured the prints against his.
The footprint near his hand held sharp edges still standing upright, no dust or sand had blown inside, and it looked as fresh as those he�d left a few steps behind. The print was a little larger than his. Shell�s fingers felt for the pommel of his knife and hesitated. Instead, he slipped the bow he�d never used off his shoulder, strung it and fitted an arrow before standing slowly to reach a crouched position and look around. The bow seemed a better option than the staff because it would reach further, but he kept the staff near his left hand as a backup. He�d never used the bow but thought it might provide an advantage if distance became an issue.
He used all his senses trying to locate the maker of the footprints, a single person who must be very close because the prints were so fresh. The ground fell away from the path that wound around the side of the hill in the direction the prints led. An expanse of brown grass waved in the breeze all the way to a creek in the distance, where the upward side of another hill revealed itself. The grass stood almost waist high everywhere he looked. There were no trees, few shrubs, no large boulders, or ravines the stranger could slip behind or into, and anyone wading through the grass would leave a swath of bent plants behind, easy to locate.
But, the tracks were clear and fresh, and there was no sign of a person. Shell moved ahead slowly, following the tracks, looking for a place where the stranger could hide instead of looking for the stranger. As he moved, he decided a friend would greet him, but an enemy would probably hide and wait for him to follow so he could ambush Shell. I won�t fall into that trap.
He eased back into a crouch, ready to fight or flee, but remained still. If he didn�t follow, whoever was waiting for him down there would lose patience first because Shell didn�t intend to expose himself. He kept the arrow ready to pull and release in an instant. A tickle behind his ear drew his attention, but more than one person had lost his prey because of swatting a mosquito or scratching an itch.
The tickle came again. He ignored it and remained as still as a cat about to pounce on a field mouse. Nothing moved on the hillside below, and there seemed to be no hiding places, but there must be something. A man can�t vanish, but he can blend into the background like a fawn. Shell allowed his eyes to scan for anything that should, or should not, be there.
His ears strained for the slightest sound. The tickle touched his ear again, more insistent, and his nose caught the familiar scent of wood smoke. Not smoke from a fire, but the stale, leftover smell of campfires tinged with sweat. He somehow managed to control himself as he remained perfectly still.
Disgusted with himself for falling into the trap, Shell said, �Who are you?�
�A better hunter and tracker than you.� The voice came from directly behind the ear that had tickled.
Shell slowly turned. A smiling face greeted him from only two steps away. The young man dressed in leather pants and a shirt decorated with geometric designs held a switch with a feather poked into the raw end, the origin of the tickle to his ear. �My name�s Shell.�
�How did you finally know I was behind you?�
�You smell of wood smoke.�
�Good to know.� The young man backed off a step, his hands held away from his weapons, a long knife at his hip and a bow carried over his shoulder. He glanced meaningfully at Shell�s bow and the cocked arrow. When Shell relaxed the arrow and slipped it back into the quiver, the stranger said, �Shell? Like a seashell? That�s odd for a man of the grasslands.�
�There are other shells. Like a turtle, and snail.� His explanation felt as foolish as it sounded. His mother owned a seashell, a reminder of her younger days when she had traveled all the way to the Endless Sea, and his name came from that travel. Shell took the time to examine the other. The man was near twenty, taller than Shell by a little, and his hair was the color of sand. His eyes held green flecks embedded in light brown, and his hands were thin, with long fingers.
A twinkle in the man�s eyes belied his next statement. �I suspect seashell is probably right. You didn�t deny it; you just offered different options.�
�You didn�t give me your name,� Shell said as he squatted to be more comfortable.
�I don�t have one, or better said, I don�t wish to tell it to you.�
�Everyone has a name.�
�Oh, I had one my whole life, but I never liked it, so I�ve been seeking a new one for over two years, now.�
The revelation answered a few questions, but brought up a hundred others, such as who this strange person was, why was he here, and how did the conversation always end up with Shell feeling inadequate? �Then what do people call you?�
The smile faded. �I don�t meet a lot of people and don�t like most of them that I do, so I don�t give them my name. I�ve tried several, but John, Ander, Sander, and Bob don�t fit. Bob, do you think I look like a Bob?�
�No,� Shell admitted with a smile.
�A name should be personal. It should say something about a man.�
�So you do not have one and are seeking a name that fits you for two whole years? I can understand some of that. Do you live around here?�
A fleeting expression of pain crossed the stranger�s face, but he quickly controlled it. �No. I lived in the mountains far to the west, but raiders killed almost everyone in my village and the few that survived went to live with relatives. They didn�t like me, so I left.�
Shell waited for more explanation, and when it didn�t come, he said, �I didn�t know there were mountains to the west, only the Raging Mountains over there.� He nodded his head at the white peaks. �How long ago did you leave and what are you doing here?�
�You ask a lot of questions for a stranger. I left two years ago and have been seeking my future. I�m here because I ended up here because of my wandering, but for no other reason than that.�
Shell stood again and faced the taller man, an idea forming. He liked the honesty and frankness of the other, and there was much to learn from him in the ways of tracking if nothing else. He said, �I think I know what your name should be, and you�ve used it two or three times to describe yourself since we met.�
The other waited, but grew impatient and fidgeted until he figured out he had to ask Shell to find out. �What?�
�Seeker.�
A smile slowly grew into a chuckle and then turned into a laugh. �I like that. I�m a seeker, but also more than that. I am on a quest to find the rest of my life. Seeker is close, but I think Quester will be my name until I decide on another that fits me better. And now, Shell, what are you doing here with no other people within a day�s walk?�
�I�m also seeking my future, on a quest of my own.�
�In what way?�
Shell hesitated. How much should he reveal? The truth was that he didn�t have to tell it all. Not yet. �I�ve never done anything in my life but watch over a flock of stupid sheep. One of those mountains to the east is called Bear Mountain. They say dragons nest on the slopes.�
�You know that for the truth, or is it just a story?�
�I believe it, but have not seen it, Quester.� The last was Shell trying out the new name, and it sounded right to his ears.
Quester smiled again upon hearing it and nodded his approval. �Are you by chance traveling to see those dragons?�
�I am.�
�I�ve heard about dragons and how fierce they are, and I would like to see one. From a distance. Would you object to me traveling with you?�

CHAPTER FOUR

Quester and Shell shook hands, and by mutual agreement headed east in the direction of Bear Mountain and the dragons said to live on the high slopes. Quester took the lead. While Shell normally didn�t make rash decisions, especially those so important as choosing a traveling companion, Quester gave him a sense of friendliness and confidence.
Having someone to travel with provided protection for both, but it was more than that. Quester had been living on his own in the grasslands for two years and was still alive. He possessed a wealth of knowledge that Shell could learn from, and after the experience on the trail where Quester had managed to sneak up and tickle Shell�s ear, Shell had a lot to learn. If Quester had been an enemy Shell would be dead.
Shell said, �You tricked me back there. You intentionally left footprints crossing the path that I couldn�t help but see. You knew I�d wait there watching down the hillside where the tracks pointed, trying to find you while you slipped up on me from behind.�
�I�d been watching you all day. A lesson, if you will listen. Who, what, and how many are following us this instant?�
Shell spun to examine their back trail.
Quester said, �Relax. There are none. I know because I take the time to check behind me. So, should you.�
Shell thought about how silly he must have appeared as he squatted beside the path and remained still as a rock, and watched down the slope, while Quester slipped close behind and tickled his ear repeatedly. It was a harmless lesson that might save his life someday.
�At first, I thought it a simple trick, and I was angry.�
�Simple? Probably, but more than that. I call it misdirection. I convinced you to look in one direction while I used the other to my benefit.�
�You�ve done things like that before?� Shell asked.
�Never the ear tickle, but yes. I�ve misdirected a pair of bandits, a crazy old man who kills and eats people for dinner, a sheriff upset at a lamb I �borrowed,� and a few others. Once I pretended to be a herder and talked to a farmer and his son who were chasing after a thief that stole food from their garden. They wanted to hang him from a tree. I pointed to where I wanted them to go, saying I�d spotted myself over there.�
Shell laughed. The revelations provided insights into how Quester had managed to survive in a treeless wilderness for so long. It sounded like he didn�t hesitate to steal, but if you're hungry, choices have to be made. He said, �With two of us working together, we should be able to find food without having people chase us.�
�With two of us, there will be twice the mouths to feed.�
�If you teach me how to shoot my bow, maybe our hunting will take care of that. Besides, you know how to find plants and food, and I probably know other ways. Between us, we may do well.� He didn�t mention what would happen after reaching Bear Mountain when Shell would continue alone on his venture. Also, the idea of traveling with one who was not of the Dragon Clan felt odd and dangerously wrong. Shell had to watch his every word, as well as keep his back covered. The dragon birthmark on it was not as large as some others, or as intricate, but there was no mistaking it.
�You carry a staff because you�re a herder?� Quester asked, his eyes on the battered staff Shell had carried for years.
�It�s a weapon.�
�My bow is a weapon. You carry a stick.�
Shell kept his temper in check but realized that he�d heard a trace of humor in the voice as if Quester wanted to draw a response. It explained that Quester also had questions about them traveling together. Shell decided to settle the issue. �Your bow is good for hunting and fighting from a distance, but up close a staff is the deadliest weapon ever devised.�
�Ha, don�t they have swords where you come from?�
The humor came easy, but there was no doubt Quester didn�t believe a staff was effective when compared to a sword. Shell held his tongue, but when Quester picked up a small stick from the side of a dry stream and pretended to fight enemies with it as he laughed and mocked him, Shell halted and spotted another stick the diameter of his thumb, the length of a sword. He tossed it to Quester. �A sword. Try it on me.�
Quester snorted with derision, then suddenly attacked, swinging the pretend sword high above his head, waving it from side to side. He charged as he cut and stabbed. Shell casually blocked the moves, his staff always reaching the �sword� before it touched him.
Quester pulled back, frustrated, then attacked again by lunging. When that failed, he swung the stick in wide arcs, but with each move, Shell easily met it with the staff. Shell watched Quester�s feet for the shifts in weight that told of the coming moves, but he also watched Quester�s waist. As his father had taught him, a body goes where the waist does. An enemy can feint with a head or off-hand, but the body will always follow the waist.
Quester grew peeved that Shell blocked his attacks so easily, and while Quester became winded as he attacked again, Shell had barely exerted himself. Quester finally fell back and said, �Sooner or later you�ll be too late to block me, and my sword will cut you in half.�
Shell shrugged and said, �You have only seen the defense a staff provides.�
�There�s more?� Quester charged him again, swinging wildly.
This time, Shell blocked the first blow, an overhead chop. .Then, Shell advanced, his staff, slashing and swinging, the ends striking Quester time after time, on his upper arms, not hard, but firm, with at least four strikes on each arm. A switch of handholds and Shell struck three firm hits on the outsides of Quester�s thighs. Quester fell back in stumbling steps. Shell made a wild swing with the staff above his head, and his hands slid to the very end, and the next roundhouse swing stopped just short of Quester�s unprotected head, like a woodsman chopping firewood.
A stunned expression filled Quester�s face. His eyes were glued to the staff a handsbreadth from his head. He said, �By the old gods, that was the most amazing thing I�ve ever seen. If I didn�t know better, I�d think your stick is better than a sword.�
Shell lowered the staff, his breath coming harder with the exertion of the fancy moves, but a lopsided smile sat on his face. �Staff, not stick.�
�Can you teach me?�
�Not with your attitude. Seriously, it takes years of hard practice to do what I just showed you.�
�Yet you carry a bow?� Quester asked.
Shell shrugged and said, �I have never shot a single arrow with it.�
�By that, I suppose you mean you�re the best archer I�ve ever encountered?� The voice was snide as if testing Shell for the truth, and expecting to find Shell was an expert archer. �Like you�re just a herder and don�t know how to defend yourself, so you carry a staff.�
Shell laughed for the first time in days. �No, what I mean is that I took this bow from five highwaymen and a woman who were trying to rob me last night before I burned down their huts. I�ve never even drawn the bow but once, to test the pull. A poor shepherd like me does not have a use for a bow.�
Quester crossed his arms over his chest and squinted, giving Shell an appraising look that lacked any humor. His voice growled when he spoke as if he didn�t fully believe the answer. �I think you should take the lead.�
Confused, Shell shrugged. �Okay, but why?�
�Because you, my new friend, are either much more than you seem, or you�re a damned liar and until I know which, it�s hard to put any trust in what you say. I should watch your every move.�
�I still don�t understand.� Shell took a step closer to speak on a more personal level, but Quester took an equal footstep back, his hand lowering to the hilt of his knife.
Quester said, �You tell me you don�t know how to fight, but then say you can defeat any swordsman with your stick. You tell me you took that bow from five highwaymen? You say it as if you do that sort of thing without effort every day. Five of them against only you? Then you burned their homes? All that as calmly as if you�re telling me what you ate for dinner last night and you wonder why I�m concerned?�
�Concerned? Over me? I guess I still don�t understand.�
Quester hadn�t moved back again, but he still appeared upset. He said, �Maybe we should go our separate ways.�
Shell took a few steps back and sat on a ledge of sandstone, and in sudden understanding. He allowed a smile to grow. �Hold on a moment, Quester. If you had seen them, all five of them, you wouldn�t be so impressed. Hear me out and then leave if you want.�
Quester didn�t move any closer, but he nodded as he said, �This had better be some story.�
�First, there were just two of them to fight. They caught me beside the river after the rain, separated from my staff and belongings. While they talked, and threatened, they sent me to my backpack to get the money for them that they thought I had, and instead I grabbed my staff and broke the arm of one and jabbed the other in the stomach.�
�Earlier, you said there were five of them. And a woman.�
�After I had left those two, I decided they might follow me to take revenge, so I followed them. The first two met with the others at their huts and the other three men left to track me. They were a sorry lot, dirty, poor, and stupid. I waited until almost dawn and burned their huts.�
�That�s when you stole the bow?�
�And waded across the river. I waited there on a stone shelf for half a day to see if they followed.�
Quester relaxed. �You never know who you�re going to meet out here, and for a while, it sounded like you were either a fearless killer or the biggest liar I�ve heard of in a year. Either way, it was time for me to leave.�
�Let�s talk while we walk,� Shell suggested, still a bit confused and miffed at the attitude. A change of subject might help. �Tell me about your mountains to the west.�
�You�re interested in mountains of any sort, it seems.�
The statement didn�t offend Shell, but he decided to be honest with Quester, up to the point of admitting he was Dragon Clan. There were limits. �No, not all mountains, but you bring new possibilities that may help my family. I know people of the plains who have traveled west, and none has ever mentioned mountains in that direction. I�m not saying they don�t exist, but they must be so far away that people never go there.�
�People you know may never go there, but I lived in a village of a hundred, and on the other side of those Blue Mountains are cities that they say have thousands of people.�
�The other side?� Shell had never considered that across those mountains would be more people, perhaps, even more, grasslands like his home, or even another ocean. And beyond that could be more. �Is there a king?�
�At least three. And beyond there are more. I don�t know much about them.�
�Why didn�t you go that direction instead of crossing the grasslands?�
�A good question. Raiders came to our village. I was out hunting. When I returned, our village was burned, our farm too, and our animals slaughtered or missing. I was careless and searched for my family, but left plenty of footprints and tracks for them to follow.�
�They came back and found them?�
�And chased me,� Quester said without emotion.
�What about your family?�
�Dead. All of them, and almost everyone else I knew in our village. I took off on foot with three of the King�s men on horseback chasing after me. I headed into the mountains where others joined them in hunting me down.�
�Then you slipped away to the grasslands and kept going?�
�Close enough. I lived with other people a short time, and there were a few other things that happened, but that�s the basic story.�
Shell found it hard to believe someone could live in the grasslands without water, and the animals living there were few, so hunting was scarce. He said, �Water?�
�The Grasslands turn into the Drylands five or six days walk west of here. The food was scarce, but water is critical and harder to find. I made arcs.�
�What are those?�
�Whenever I found water I set up camp. Then I made half-circles to the west and explored, always careful to never move so far I couldn�t return to the water before I ran out. The next day I went in a larger arc and did that again until I found more water. When I did, I returned to my last camp and gathered my things and moved west, always west.�
�For two years?�
�Well, some places had only a seep of water, and I moved on quickly, but others had a pond or small lake, and even a few small streams. At some places, I stayed until the local game became scarce, more than two months at one pond.�
Shell nodded as he allowed his imagination to fill in blanks, but again he�d already learned from Quester. Never travel beyond the ability to return to your source of water. If you must return, you can always search for water in another direction. For Shell, who had traveled away from home only one time, and then on a well-known road, the information both cheered and depressed him. Yes, he had learned something new, a simple survival skill. But what else had he not learned?
That was the depressing part. Shell needed to impress upon himself how much he didn�t know. It amounted to the justification of why he agreed to travel with someone not of the Dragon Clan, but still, such a small item as the lack of knowledge of locating water indicated the vast amount he needed to learn if he was to survive.
Quester had again taken the lead. The mountains to the west that had seemed so close two days ago were no closer in appearance, other than that the peaks were more slightly more defined. Their progress was a fast walk across rolling hills covered in dry brown grass with few obstacles. Remembering Quester�s warning, Shell watched behind constantly, and as he turned once, he saw a where the grass waved in the breeze to the south, all but in one small place.
�Quester, I something�s sneaking up behind us and to our left. I don�t think it�s the highwaymen I fought with, but I can�t be sure.�
�Okay, don�t stop walking or let him know you spotted him. Look out of the corner of your eye, so you don�t give yourself away that you�re looking for him. Now that we know we�re followed let�s wait and see what we have back there. Good eye.�
�You already knew he was back there, didn�t you?�
�For a while,� Quester said.
�Maybe we can lay a trap?� Shell asked.
�More likely get ready to run.�
�That�s your plan? Running away like a coward?�
�Running, like a live coward. Fighting is always my last option,� Quester said. �I�ll set a trap when I can, but I never fight unless I know I�ll win.�
�A warrior fights for what he believes in,� Shell said, puffing out his chest and growing angry at Quester�s self-centered attitude.
Quester continued walking, never once turning his head to look behind. He said, �I have no family, home, or belief to fight for. I fight for myself. If I fight against one enemy fairly, I suppose I�ll win half the time and die the other half. If I run away, I don�t die half the time. I like that option.�
�Those words sound like the words of a coward.�
The other snorted and turned to look over his shoulder, as if looking at Shell, but his eyes were focused in the distance. Squatting for a rest, Quester said, �It�s nothing different than you did with those idiot highwaymen. When they first attacked, you didn�t fight until you managed to get your staff in hand, right? Your staff and your skill gave you the advantage to fight and win, so you did.�
�Advantage, yes, but I didn�t run away.�
Quester shrugged and said, �What if those two highwaymen had prevented you from getting to your staff. Would you have attacked them with your bare hands?�
�That�s silly.�
�Of course it is. You would have run away. Just like me. I could go on and ask why you didn�t attack when there were five of them, or why you waited until they were asleep to light fire to their huts, or why you laid in a hollow half a day watching your back trail.�
�It seems different somehow,� Shell answered slowly, choosing his words carefully. It seemed that Quester managed to turn and twist them�or perhaps just offered realities Shell had never considered.
�If they had followed you to that hollow, would you have stood and fought all five as a true warrior? Or run?� Quester stood and began walking again.
Shell knew he�d have run in a similar situation. He had chosen the hollow partly because it left a way to escape unseen, a back door. But he didn�t like Quester saying as much. His eyes shifted to the grass a few hundred steps behind and saw a smooth ripple like a wave on a lake moved, but across the land. In one place, the size of a man didn�t ripple. It was not that he saw someone out there, it was that if a man was there, that�s the way the grass would react. He�d watched the wind in the grasslands his whole life and protected his flock by spotting similar dangers.
�Still watching us,� he said.
Quester said, �I know. Keeping pace with us, but I don�t think it�s a man.�
�Why not?�
�The grass out there is too short to hide him unless he�s on his knees.�
That observation meant a creature stalked them, and Shell couldn�t get the idea out of his mind. He�d never been stalked. Now and then he caught a glimpse of movement or a subtle shift color, but more often he only saw the grass move where there should be no movement or the other way around. The color of the creature blended in with the browns of the parched grasslands so well that it couldn�t be seen at a distance.
When they paused for a break, nothing in the grass moved, and as soon as they continued, the movement resumed. Shell muttered, �Stalking, or following us for sure.�
�There�s a difference?� Quester asked.
After a few more steps Shell said, �Yes. Following us might be innocent or curious.�
Quester barked a sour laugh. �Animals are not guilty or innocent. They can be interested in us, smell out food, or think we�re food. But following can become stalking, right?�
�We�ll keep an eye on it,� Shell had said, trying to end the conversation. Whatever was following them might be a danger, but he thought he might know the creature. Much shorter than a man, moving through the grass with flashes of brown described the dog that used to herd his sheep and goats until it became too old and slow, the old dog he�d petted as he left home. It would be just like Max to follow Shell.
Late in the day, the grass gave way to shrubs and taller plants. At a wide stream, Quester said, �Why don�t we make our camp here tonight?�
�Fine. I have a confession of sorts. I caught a few glimpses of that animal following us, and I think it might be an old dog that used to watch my flock.�
�Oh, that would be much better than what I had in mind. How sure are you?�
Shell shrugged. �I�m not at all sure. I�ve been thinking about it, and I convinced myself it was him, but now that you ask, Max is old and probably couldn�t keep up with walking all day.�
The bow slipped off Quester�s neck as if by itself, and he slid his backpack off his shoulders and let it fall to the ground. Stringing the bow, he said, �I�ll go back and see what it is. Do you mind making a fire for us?�
�Not if you don�t shoot my dog with an arrow,� Shell muttered, more to himself than to his new friend. He placed his staff within easy reach and put his bow and quiver beside it. If it was Max back there, he didn�t know what would be the right thing to do. Leaving Max in the wilderness ensured his death, but he couldn�t go all the way back and return him to his family. It was too far. Then he changed his mind. If needed, he would do it. Taking a slow old dog along with him across the mountains didn�t make sense.
Quester, ready to leave, asked, �Are you sure it�s not your dog?�
�Maybe.�

CHAPTER FIVE

Shell gathered firewood from beside the banks of the stream and scooped several handfuls of cold water to drink. He looked up and down the stream for a deeper hole where he could use his fishing line. The coil and hook remained in a pouch in his backpack, but Shell didn�t see pools of water more than knee deep. Besides, fishing after a flash-flood didn�t make sense. He had saved the last of the hard crackers his mother placed in the bag, but tomorrow he needed to either gather food or hunt.
Travel would become secondary unless Quester had food he was willing to share. Fortunately, there was more than enough water in the area. Food became the issue. The edges of the stream he searched, held no evidence of animals drinking from it. But hunting, tracking, and living wild were not Shells strong points. However, most animals lived near water. He�d heard edible plants grow on the banks of rivers if you know what to look for, but he didn�t know which ones.
He built a fire and spread his blanket, then settled in to wait. Quester hadn�t provided a timetable, but he�d made it sound as if he wouldn�t return quickly. Shell watched the fire until his eyes closed. He decided to rest them for just a moment.
He awoke with a start as if still lost in a dream. A red dragon wanted him to travel across the world until they met. A convoluted mass of sensory overload kept his mind unsure of his state, sleeping or awake. It was not a nightmare or a vivid dream about his quest. Instead, it was soft, and demanding, a harsh whisper in the forefront of his mind, down deep where emotions are kept and didn�t fade when his eyes opened.
One fact rose above others as he cleared his thinking. He believed the whispers were the same �voice� of a dragon he�d heard at night for almost a year. The calls hadn�t been as forceful or intense before tonight, but they �sounded� similar enough to be the same. The primary difference was that the whispers tonight implied something more, they cried danger. Danger and speed. The calling voice wanted him to hurry.
Before Shell could get his thoughts fully in order, Quester stumbled into camp. Shell turned to him, taken by his sudden appearance and general demeanor. �You look terrible. Did you find it?�
�No. I found where the animal had been several times,� he sat heavily beside the stack of firewood and tossed more on the coals. �It was like it knew where I was and it moved to avoid me, like a game where it stayed one step ahead. I tried sneaking up on it four times, but each time it moved before I could see it. It�s still on the other side of the river.�
�Maybe it heard you? Or smelled wood smoke like I did.�
�No, I�m good at this. Remember how I sneaked up behind you?�
�Okay, I�ll agree with that. What happened?�
�I wish I knew. I never caught a look at it, but there were signs,� he held up his hand, fingers splayed. �Footprints this size.�
Shell refused to allow his eyes to roll, but barely.
�Some kind of wolf, I think. Bigger than any I�ve heard of. Not your dog, for sure, unless your dog�s head reaches my chest.� Quester said, as he settled down and pulled his blanket over himself.
The answers provided relief, of a sort. Shell would not have to make decisions about the old dog, Max, but he would have to worry about what was out there. �Listen, more than half the night has passed. You get some sleep while I stand watch on the river from the bank where I have a good view. If it crosses, I�ll let you know.�
�Wake me early.�
�You�re tired. Sleep until you wake up and then we�ll leave. By the way, I�m out of food.�
�By the way, me too.� Quester tried to smile, but when his eyes closed, they didn�t open again. He breathed the soft, exhausted snores of a man who had gone beyond his normal reserves.
Shell slipped from camp and found a place on a small rise that gave him a full view of the river. Anything the size of a dog swimming would make a wake he would see in the moonlight. Since rising, the stars and quarter moon, let him see almost as well as in daylight, but without the colors. He allowed his eyes to roam up and down the river, not focused on any single thing, but knowing that they would detect movement instantly.
That proved itself later when a small deer slowly emerged and carefully took a drink from the water on the far bank. He mentally marked the spot. In the morning, Quester could perhaps help him track the deer, and they�d have food for days. He watched it slip silently back into the brush.
A coyote pack emerged from somewhere behind him and loped to the water with their curious gait, five of them. While four lapped water, one stood guard. Suddenly, the guard froze and emitted a low growl that raised the hairs on the back of Shell�s neck as well as drawing the attention of the other coyotes.
But they were not looking in Shell�s direction. Like Shell, they watched across the river, where Shell saw nothing, near where the deer disappeared. The other four coyotes, now as alert as the first, stood ready to react. One sniffed the air for scent, his nose held high into the air, then it cowed and backed away from the water, the others following suit as if terrified.
Shell held still. They were backing in his direction, but long before they reached his position, they turned and ran, their tails between their legs. He didn�t watch the coyotes for long. Shell kept his eyes on the far bank where nothing moved or showed itself.
When the sun rose, Shell held perfectly still. If whatever stalked them was going to follow, it would have to show itself by crossing the river.
Later, when the sun rose high enough to provide heat, Quester slipped to his side. �All quiet?�
�Yes, and no.� He told Quester about the coyotes and their odd behavior. �There was a deer over there getting a drink, and I watched where it went. And there is something else over there I can�t make out. See that large white rock on the hillside? Now, look at that stump on the river bank?�
Quester nodded again.
�That�s where the deer went. Now, look directly between the rock and stump. See that patch of brown that doesn�t match the surroundings?�
�I see it,� Quester said. �What is it?�
�I�ve been watching it, and I think I see blood on the rocks.�
�It�s not your imagination. It might not be blood, but it�s definitely a color that is out of place. Let me grab our bows, and we�ll go take a look.�
Shell said, �Get them, I�ll keep watch,� But Quester had already rushed in a crouch to their campsite. He returned quickly and handed the bow Shell still had never shot to him.
Quester said, �Follow me.�
They moved down the slope to the edge of the river and watched the other shoreline and all behind it. Shell�s eyes went to the bank where the brown and red colors stood out. �It looks like a deer.�
�Go easy. The hunter may still be around. In fact, I�d bet on it.� Quester stepped ahead of Shell. �Me first.�
Shell had his bow strung and an arrow fitted, as did Quester. He also loosened his knife so it would slide out easily and fast. They moved closer.
�It is a deer,� Quester said. �Or part of one. A recent kill.�
Shell leaped onto a boulder for height and made a full turn, letting his eyes sweep the area. He said, �Nothing.�
�Way to make a target of yourself. Get down here and help me. And look at the wolf prints while you�re here.� Quester handed him his bow lifted the rear haunch of a small deer, probably the one Shell watched getting a drink during the night. Quester tossed it over a shoulder and grabbed it with his other hand, so the remains of the deer rode directly behind his neck.
Shell stood transfixed at the dozens of wolf prints. Max was a larger breed of dog, and most people considered his paws large, but these were easily twice the size. A wolf whose head came to Quester�s chest had left the kill and might return at any time.
Quester had turned and ran for the river carrying the deer, not bothering to waste breath in telling Shell to follow. Shell tried to keep up, but at the same time, he kept his attention behind and to the sides. Whatever had killed the deer would not appreciate them stealing its kill.
They splashed across the river like two crazy men stealing meat from a dangerous predator. Once on the other bank, Quester ran to the dying coals of the fire and sat the haunch on his blanket. �Keep a good watch.�
�I�ve never shot this bow.�
�So you keep telling me. Did you ever learn to scream?�
�Well, yes.�
�Then do that if you see the wolf.�
Feeling chastised, Shell rushed to the side of the river and looked both ways, upstream and down. Glancing behind, he saw Quester already skinning the meat. There were slices of venison lying beside him, and more being added as the fire grew. The fire had more wood on it. The flames climbed waist high.
Shell turned back to the river and made sure nothing moved to cross it. Then his mind played a dirty trick on him. It remembered Quester holding out his splayed hand indicating the size of the track the creature following them left. His mind pictured a giant wolf-like creature bounding out of the grass across the river and in four or five giant leaps to reach him before he could run.
Shell backed away from the water and called to Quester, �I�m going up higher where I have a better view.�
Quester nodded while slipping strips of venison onto green sticks to slow-roast over the fire. Dried and smoked, the strips would last for months. But cooked, they would last only long enough to feed the two young men. They might sun-dry part of them later and perhaps even smoke them. But, they would have food for days.
Shell watched the river and the shore across, trying to find where the creature might be. The deer could almost be a gift from another animal, but he didn�t think so. Grasslands only support a few carnivores because there is not enough food for more. He�d already seen the coyotes and the stalker wolf, so how many more could there be in this one location? Besides, mentioning the idea to Quester would invite a lecture on how animals don�t share.
By mid-day nothing had shown itself and Quester called. Shell arrived at the camp to find a dying fire, and two backpacks stuffed with strips of meat. Placing it in Shell�s backpack was an invasion of his personal property, but he realized Quester was simply using what was handy. Not that there was anything to hide or steal inside the pack. Still, he felt a little odd about it.
Quester said, pointing to the bone and other remains, �Enough to draw every meat eater within two days.�
�But enough in our pack to feed us for weeks.�
�Time to move on, my friend.�
They headed out at a fast pace. Shell struggled to keep up but refused to ask Quester to slow. The almost flat lay of the grasslands had given up to small hills and valleys filled with shrubs and even small, green trees along the streambeds. Now the terrain turned to taller hills, most covered with stunted trees and undergrowth, all of it green instead of brown.
At one place, late in the day, a few clouds dispersed and there directly in front stood the peak of a mountain that could only be Bear Mountain. They stood and observed in awe, looking at the height and the solid white top that never melted. The ground trembled, and the top belched a column of dirty-white smoke as if warning them.
�That�s where we�re going?� Quester asked.
�I never knew it would be so big. We could spend the rest of the summer searching the slopes and never find a dragon.�
�Calm down. We�ll find them sooner than you think.�
Quester turned at the cryptic remark and led the way over the next few hills where they found a small lake surrounded by trees. As they stood and watched the lake in appreciation, a sight rare to those of the grasslands, something ahead moved swiftly. A shadow larger than two men flicked from the edge of the lake into the shade of the trees.
�Did you see that?� Shell choked past dry lips.
�I did and I didn�t. Did you get a look?�
�Just a flash and it was gone.�
Quester adjusted the straps on his pack and said, �It might hide, but whatever it was, there are tracks down by the edge of the lake.�
�Are we going to look at them?�
Quester cast him an odd look before saying, �What else?�
�Just asking,� Shell said, reaching for his bow again. A good throw of a rock would almost reach halfway across the lake. It was perhaps twice as long, a small stream feeding it and another leading out at the lower end. From the hillside, they could see it all, but as they descended the trees blocked their view, and they followed game trails until they reached the soggy edges.
There, they fought their way through willows, ash, maple, and countless types of vines and thorn bushes until they reached a small clearing. The black dirt they stood on was soggy and covered with green grasses.
A set of footprints stood out as if they were stars at night. The pattern emerged from the forest and went straight to the edge of the water, and into it, probably where the animal got a drink. Another set showed where the startled animal had leaped, turned, and bounded back into the trees as Shell and Quester came into sight.
Quester knelt beside the nearest track and held out his hand for comparison. �Ever see anything like this? I guess it decided to cross the river, after all. I just hope it is not after the venison.�
The prints were long as Quester�s hand and fingers, and wider. Quester hadn�t exaggerated about them, and to Shell, they looked even larger than those at the river. �No, I�ve never seen a wolf with feet that big! Are they the same as last night?�
�Unfortunately, yes. Our stalker got here before us.�
�It didn�t cross the river,� Shell said. �I made sure.�
Quester shrugged. �Upriver or down, or perhaps after we left. It could have passed right by us, and we didn�t see it.�
Shell looked at the prints again. He looked around the area, into the trees, the shadows, and the nearby hills.
�Trying to find it?� Quester asked.
�I was wondering about caves. Is this the kind of place where there are caves?�
Quester burst out laughing. �Caves? Are you thinking of a small one a big thing like this can�t enter?�
Shell turned to him, hands on hips. �If we find a cave, I�m using it. If it isn�t big enough for two, find your own.�
That sent Quester into gales of laughter. When he finished and looked at Shell again, he laughed more. Then he said, �Listen, I�ll build us a fire. Even wolves don�t like fires. Help me gather wood.�
Using his heavy knife to help, Shell cut dead limbs from a pine and picked up branches. Quester cut several green bushes, and after setting up strips of meat side by side on large rocks, he covered the entire fire with the shrubs. Smoke escaped through a dozen places but mostly stayed inside the makeshift smoker, as Quester continued tending the fire.
Shell went to his pack and found his braided fishing line and hooks. At the edge of the lake, he managed to catch a small grasshopper and placed it on the hook. A careful cast allowed the insect to wriggle and float. In the space of a few breaths, a trout attacked it, nearly snatching the grasshopper, hook, and line away from Shell.
He pulled it close to the edge of the water, then when it tired of fighting, onto the bank where he cut a green switch and ran it into the fish�s mouth and out the gill, into the soft ground so it couldn�t flop back into the water. Shell had a harder time catching the second grasshopper for bait than catching the next fish.
Back at the clearing, Quester looked up and said, �I get us venison to eat for a month, and you go fishing?�
�I take what I can get. The smoked meat won�t last forever, and we need variety.� Shell cleaned the fish without looking at Quester. Quester could have responded differently, but he had a nasty habit of making sour jokes turning it into poor humor.
Shell said, �We haven�t talked about some things.�
�Such as?� Quester asked while placing more leaf-filled branches on the small fire to contain the smoke.
Shell took a seat and peeled the bark off two sticks used for smoking meat, then changed his mind and threw them in the fire. He�d cook the fish by placing it on one of the rocks surrounding the fire when they were ready to eat.
As he idly sat, he said, �Unknown mountains to the west, raiders killing your family, and then two years in the grasslands alone, always moving west. Those things must provide a hundred stories for you to tell, but you say nothing about them, or your past.�
�I survived. We can leave it at that.�
�I shared my reasons for being here.�
�What do you want to hear from me?�
Shell met his gaze. �Your new family didn�t like you. That�s what you said. So, you left. Those mountains to the east you spoke of held deer, goats, birds, lakes, and rivers I think. A good place to live and easy to find food with your skills. But you left and headed west into the grasslands where water is scarce and food even harder to find. It doesn�t make sense to me why you�d do that.�
�Maybe I didn�t know what it would be like in the grasslands.�
�When you found out, you could have gone back to your mountains. You�re not telling me everything. I think you were chased away.�
Quester snorted, but without humor. �Why would anyone do that, or care to do it?�
Shell passed him more green sticks for smoking and watched as Quester slid several strips of venison onto each, positioning them over the fire, not close to heat or flame. �I don�t know, why. I also don�t know how you survived for two years on your own, or why you continued moving west.�
�Out there you use up the food resources quickly, and the animals move on after you kill one or two. I had to keep moving.�
�But not west?�
�Maybe I heard there were more mountains that way.�
�But two whole years?�
�I didn�t know how far they were. It was easier to move on than turn back.�
While the words sounded reasonable, they lacked conviction or the ring of truth. He was holding something back; maybe many somethings. As part of the Dragon Clan, Shell held more than a few secrets of his own, but while he enjoyed traveling with another, a companion who was not trustworthy was not worth it.
Quester said, �What about you? After being a herdsman for ten years, you suddenly decided to leave your home and family to go see a mountain?�
�And search for a wife.�
�We both know there are women living closer than that mountain.� Quester settled back and waited.
An uneasy silence filled the clearing as each reconsidered the partnership. Shell realized Quester had a knowledge of hunting and living in the wild to share, but at what cost? Maybe the right question was, what did Quester gain from them traveling together?
Quester stood and said, �If you watch the fire and smoke, I�m going to follow those tracks for the wolf. I am uneasy that it is either stalking us or traveling with us.�
�Be careful.� Shell watched him take his bow and head into the thick underbrush. On impulse, and to work out some kinks, Shell lifted his staff and went through eight or ten repetitions of familiar sets of moves involving defense, strikes, misdirection, and attacks. As always, he paid as much attention to his footwork as his hand placement, twisting his body and snapping his wrists to maximize his power and speed.
Sweating, he returned to the fire and carefully placed more green wood on it for smoke, and dry sticks for flames. He turned some of the meat and returned to his workout. As he forced his body to work harder, his mind relaxed and sorted out part of his confused thoughts. For now, he wanted Quester to travel with him. Quester knew how to live off the land in ways Shell didn�t, but he also realized Quester was a luxury and not a necessity.
Shell rotated the meat again. As it dried, the smoke cured it. Quester didn�t return until shortly before dark. He entered the clearing and said, �I think we have a problem.�

CHAPTER SIX

The words took Shell by surprise. �A problem?�
Quester tossed his bow to the ground with disgust and said, �That thing, that wolf, or whatever it is, watches us all the time.�
�How do you know that?�
�I backtracked it half way to the river and found where it lay in the heavy grass and rested as we passed by. A few times it was within striking distance, but usually, it found a high place and waited as we went by then it raced ahead to another place to watch, but we were always in sight.�
Shell listened, but instead of worrying about the creature, he wondered how Quester could tell so much about its actions from the tracks it left. But even as he wondered, the answers were obvious. A patch of old smashed grass where it had laid down, was in plain sight of their trail. The footprints probably showed where the animal had bounded ahead to reach the next place to observe the two men.
�Did you see it?� Shell asked.
�Not once. But I had the feeling it was out there watching me.�
�What do you think we should do?�
Quester removed a piece of venison and examined it closely, then approving of what he saw, bit the end off and chewed. �Tastes good. What should we do? I don�t know. We can�t hunt it because it knows where we are and avoids us. But I think it weighs more than a big man, and I�d hate to think of what it can do to us if it gets hungry.�
�It left food for us by the river,� Shell said.
�You think that was some sort of peace offering? Or was it that it ate its fill and left that deer haunch for scavengers?�
Shell gave it a short consideration and said firmly, �It was a gift.�
�You have a weird outlook. Animals are not innocent, do not give gifts, and are not our friends. Its presence should scare both of us.� Quester had set his jaw and crossed his arms over his chest.
�I like to think my flock appreciated my protection and that I guided them to the best grass to eat every day. I�d talk to them, and they would listen. We were friends.�
Quester gave the snort of derision again. His tone turned mocking. �I suppose they miss you.�
�I hope so,� Shell said in the same tone. He caught the surprised expression before Quester could hide it, and smiled. He hadn�t outwitted Quester, but he�d managed to get the last word in a conversation. He placed the two fish on a hot stone beside the fire and listened to them sizzle as he considered the future.
After eating the fish, Quester abruptly stood and paced. After taking a long look all around, he said, �It�s watching us right now. I can feel it. I�m going to look for the wolf. I should be back by dark.�
Before Shell could answer, Quester left the clearing, bow in hand again. Shell removed the smoked meat for fear of drying it out too much during the night if he left it, and wrapped each piece in large maple leaves for no other reason than that they were big enough to wrap around the individual pieces. He split them between their two backpacks, but felt a twinge of guilt when he opened Quester�s.
He refrained from looking inside while filling it. Then he went to the water�s edge, washed his hands and did a slow turn. He also felt eyes on him but saw no evidence to support his feeling. His eyes traveled to Bear Mountain, and to a smaller hill between the mountain and small lake. Perched up there, a watcher could remain hidden while looking directly down at their camp.
Making matters worse, when he returned to the fire and darkness closed about him, Quester didn�t return. Shell spread his blanket and used his pack for a pillow. As his eyes closed, the first whispers filled his mind.
It was not communication with words, but feelings and impressions. For the first time, a sense of satisfaction touched Shell. The whisperer was pleased Shell traveled nearer, but it still conveyed the impression that he must hurry.
Shell sat up, wide awake.
A new whisperer touched his mind, a different voice. Again, it didn�t speak in words, but impressions. It hinted that all was well. It said it would look after Shell and protect him. They were friends.
He leaped to his feet, staff in hand. The new �voice� came from nearby, but he couldn�t say how he knew. Then, in an instant of recognition, he understood. It was the animal that was stalking him. But it was not stalking; it was protecting.
The fleeting mind-touch had already disappeared as he reacted and jumped to his feet. He now made another slow turn, holding the staff ready to defend himself.
�I�m impressed. You heard me coming for a change,� Quester said, emerging from the depths of the darkness under the trees.
�No. Well, I�m a little jumpy, I guess.�
�From now on, I think I�ll call out and announce myself,� Quester said, amused at Shell still standing in a crouched position ready to strike or parry, whichever might be required.
Shell put the staff aside and sat on his blanket, but shifted to his eyes watched across the water to the small hill on the other side of the water. �See anything out there?�
Quester unrolled his blanket, took notice of the meat in his pack, and nodded his approval while reaching for a piece. �Tracks, but nothing fresh. My guess is that it knows our direction and is probably up ahead waiting for us.�
�You�re the one that said animals aren�t smart. So, how can you say that?�
�No, I said they are not innocent or friends, but they�re smart. This one more than others. I�m sure it will be up there, watching us in the morning.� He waved his hand in the general direction of the hill Shell watched.
Shell didn�t share any of the information about the night whisperers. Quester probably wouldn�t believe them if he did, and he might think Shell strange or deranged; stranger than he already acted, for sure. He closed his eyes and waited, knowing what would come.
The whispers resumed. One calling for him, and telling him to hurry, the other cooing protective feelings as if it was a mother cat purring to her kittens.
Great. Now I have a dragon and giant wolf both taking over my mind. There isn�t room in there for three. But he didn�t open his eyes or shut out the mental contacts. He didn�t push them away or encourage them, either. Instead, he settled back and allowed the thoughts and feelings to wash over him.
Oddly, they didn�t scare him, and neither reassured him. He remembered the size of the footprint the wolf left and realized a dragon would be ten times that size. He opened his eyes a crack and peered out, finding Quester sitting across the fire staring at him.
A wolf and dragon in his mind may not be the worst things to happen. Quester was up to something, a secret he wouldn�t share, but it might be dangerous, and Shell wondered again if he should make his way to the mountain without him.
Quester said as if knowing he was still awake, �It�s not natural. The beast, I mean. If it attacked and tried to eat us, that would be natural. If it ran from us like most animals do, that would be natural.�
�Maybe it has other intentions,� Shell mumbled.
�Animals don�t have intentions. They exist. They eat, survive, and reproduce.�
�That�s a cold outlook. I believe they have feelings, of a sort. Affections, for sure. And dislike.�
Quester wrapped his blanket around his shoulders and tossed more wood on the fire. �I guess we disagree. Animals like you because you supply food. They dislike others because they smell danger or fear.�
�Sometimes what we say tells others about us. You, for instance, have never owned a dog.�
�You say that as if it is a fact.� Quester was watching him closely.
�If you ever had a dog you would understand an animal can like you, dislike you, and not because of food or smelling fear. A dog gives affection and demands nothing in return.�
�They do not have emotions.�
Some of them crowding into my thoughts at night have emotions. �You might be right.�
The fire smoked and crackled, filling the night air with pungent smells and orange light. Shell enjoyed the new smells of the hills, the dampness of the lakeside, and the echoes of an owl answering itself across the lake.
As soft as the petals on daisies, the mental touch of the wolf returned. A female touch. The wolf was not a male, he felt certain. Nothing specific was communicated except nearness and protectiveness. The mental link wormed into his mind and found a place to dwell, neither comfortable or uncomfortable, but there when Shell thought of it. He went to sleep with the gentle touch of the she-wolf and knowing he would be safe for the night.
When morning came, Quester stood and silently rolled his blanket while averting his eyes. When Shell stood, Quester said, �Have a good night?�
�I slept well if that�s what you�re asking.�
�No,� Quester said. �I was wondering about you fighting in your sleep. I almost woke you, but didn�t know what you�d do to me if I did.�
�Nightmares, I guess.� Shell didn�t remember anything about them, but the mention brought back the memory of the wolf residing in his mind. He allowed his thoughts to travel to where the wolf had been in his head, and she was still there, a soft and warm pillow within a field of brambles.
He thought of the hill across the lake and the dangers they might face today. A response came from the wolf location in his mind, reassuring him the way ahead was clear. A flash of a trail sloping down a long hillside came to mind, an unfamiliar scene with trees so large a man couldn�t wrap his arms around the trunks.
Quester said, �Outcasts, criminals, and highwaymen live at the edge of the grasslands on the other side. They wait where they have a good view and watch for people like us.�
�How can we avoid them if they are here? They can see us from so far away.�
�We stay in the low places, canyons, and gullies, and we keep trees between them and us,� Quester said as if it was the most natural thing to do.
As they started out, Shell continually felt the presence of the wolf in his mind. For the first time, it had direction. The mental signal emanated from directly across the lake. Later, it changed as they moved past the hill. It came from his right, and then from slightly behind.
Later, Shell glanced up at the side of the hill ahead where the wolf lay and watched, and thought he noticed a bush shake in response. While looking up, he stumbled and almost ran into Quester.
Quester turned and said, �Something up there?�
To deflect his attention, Shell said, �No, I was just thinking that climbing that hill might let us see what�s ahead, but it�s too high and steep.�
Without comment, Quester turned and continued. Shell fought to keep his eyes off the hillside but felt safer. After they had passed the location where the wolf hid, the newly found sensory detection told him that it too, was moving, but probably behind the hill to move where she would be out of sight. In time, she stopped again and took up a position ahead and waited for Shell to catch up.
�Hey, Quester, how big are most wolves?�
�Males usually weigh about as much as a woman, females a little smaller.�
�This one is bigger than average, right?�
�I�d say it�s on the large end, but not mystical or a freakish if that�s what you�re thinking.�
Shell hesitated, framing his next question. �Then why did you get so upset at the size of the footprints?�
�Being stalked by an animal that weighs as much as either of us, has forty-two teeth, and jaws that bite through bone without hesitation makes me feel nervous. Just having one lurking nearby scares me because I don�t know why it�s here, or why it follows us. If it was a small wolf, I�d still be upset at its actions.�
They entered an area of taller trees while Shell considered the information. The hills and valleys were green with them; the streams flowed faster and the water clearer than he�d seen at home. He didn�t correct Quester on the idea of it being mystical or a freak, which was an interesting choice of words because they almost explained what Shell believed. How else would you describe a wolf that communicated mentally and offered protection?
Shell said, �We don�t have wolves where we live, at least not many, but from what little I know, they�re usually in packs.�
Quester shrugged. �Not always. Some take off on their own.�
�Hunting in a pack would be more effective.�
�You�re right if the pack is bringing down a large animal. The pack can direct the target to one lying in wait, but a single animal doesn�t need the quantity of meat a whole pack does. Rabbits, squirrels, and other small animals will do fine.�
�For someone asking basic questions about wolves, you sure seem to know a lot.�
The laughter from Shell came quickly and naturally. �I�ve heard tales of wolves my whole life, and I know there are different kinds. I wondered what kind you had where you lived.�
Instead of getting upset, as others might, Quester nodded in agreement. He muttered, �A smart way to gain information about me.�
The slopes of Bear Mountain appeared to be right ahead, but Shell knew it was still a few days away, but he had another decision to make soon, another choice between two things. The regular roads and routes around the mountain lay to the north where most people traveled, but his objective was the southern slopes for two reasons. The first was that he�d asked the family messengers where to find the dragon lair. The second was that the Bear Mountain Family of the Dragon Clan lived to the south of the mountain, close enough to the lair that they could walk there.
While he didn�t know exactly where the Clan lived, that information should get him close, and he knew they would have lookouts watching for strangers. Once close, he only had to expose himself, and when the lookouts intercepted him, he would lift his shirt and identify himself. That had always been his plan.
But now he had Quester with him. By family law, he couldn�t take him along. There were substantial rewards for information about the Dragon Clan offered by the crown. Even though the Earl of Warrington now supported the Clan and offered a measure of protection, the King�s coin held true in any part of the kingdom.
Worse, Shell had been raised on the grasslands, well away from the political intrigue and dangers of those Family members living in close proximity to the general population. He�d heard the stories and tales, but they were like bedtime stories, barely real and often misunderstood by himself. He needed someone like Quester who had lived in a similar situation.
However, if he showed up at the Bear Mountain Dragon Clan encampment with Quester, neither of them might survive. If Shell did manage to live, he would certainly be shunned and driven from the village in shame.
While he thought, his mind told him where the wolf was, always. Now and then he stole a glance and found a flash of brown, or a shrub move, confirming his knowledge that it was where he believed.
Then, near mid-day, as he was thinking of eating a strip of venison and taking a break, he felt an odd sensation. A tickle touched his back as soft as a baby�s cheek.
Instantly, he knew it for what it was. The touch of a dragon. He�d heard of the sensation a hundred times, but never experienced it. For whatever reason, the only dragon he�d ever seen hadn�t affected him in that way. But this touch, tickle, contact, or signal hadn�t existed in his experience.
The image of a dragon on his back had been there since birth, of course, as it was on all Dragon Clan. But until today he had never felt the sensation others spoke of that said a dragon was near. While he might describe it as a tickle, that description might be confused with another sensation it was not. He knew that because the tickle conformed to the dragon on his back.
He�d seen his birthmark reflection in water and polished metal, a hundred times. Even if he had not, he would have recognized the image reflected now on his back, the gaping jaws, the claws, and the outline that started below his neck and went to his waistband.
All that aside, the most striking thing about the tickle is it turned stronger, almost into an itch with a touch of pain. He knew when he raised his eyes to the far mountains a dragon floated lazily on the wind currents. It was too far away to make out details, but the wings flapped slowly, and the dragon peered into the distance to its side, seemingly looking directly at Shell.
His emotions soared, his anticipation of seeing nearby dragons an emerging reality, and he realized he�d been holding his breath. Shell slowly let it escape, then wondered if Quester had noticed anything odd in his actions. That was the danger of traveling with someone not of the family. A simple reaction could give away his secret.
When his eyes fell on Quester, who was still walking ahead, the man�s head was held erect, his neck pink with a flush, his fingers curled as if ready to fight, and his head was raised to the heavens. He was also looking at the barely visible dragon. His left hand reached behind himself and touched his back.

CHAPTER SEVEN

The simple action of reaching behind to touch his back, as a dragon appeared, told Shell all he needed to know, and it answered a hundred questions. Quester was Dragon Clan. No doubt about it. He was trying to hide his secret from Shell, just as Shell hid his.
That�s why he kept moving this way for two years. That�s why he agreed with me to find the dragons. Now that he knew about Quester, how should he proceed? Shell and his entire family believed they lived the farthest away from other families. None of the Dragon Clan messengers ever mentioned traveling farther west to pass on information about Breslau. They had always indicated they would return to their homes after visiting the grasslands. That led Shell to believe they didn�t know about a family further away.
It also said Quester was family, somehow related, and with the same powers. That hinted that there were more Dragon Clan to the east and that direction might be a haven if the Breslau invasion was successful.
That idea brought up other questions, but before Shell could get his thoughts in order, Quester turned and motioned to a small clearing. Lush green grass covered the ground, sprinkled with white clover. A small stream flowed along the near side, and a doe and spike buck grazed on the far side. The view behind would take his breath away at another time.
The hills they�d climbed were spread below where they stood, and beyond a sea of brown as far as he could see. Closer, the colors were shades of green fading to green-brown, and finally to golden brown. His home was out there, somewhere, but he had no way to tell where. The rivers and streams down there were hidden by the rolling landscape.
Quester already knelt at the edge of the stream and scooped clear water into his hand to drink; then he washed his hands and face before turning to Shell. �Out there,� his thumb indicated the grasslands, �I didn�t get to wash often. Here the water is cold and clear, but down there it was warm and usually colored with mud. It tasted of mud and green things, too.�
When Shell didn�t immediately answer, Quester stood and said seriously, �We should talk.�
Shell realized he was about to hear the same speech about why they needed to split up that he had been prepared to give. No hard feelings, but . . . In other circumstances, it might have been funny, but he didn�t want to give Quester the impression that he was laughing at him, however, keeping a grin off his face was impossible.
Shell said, �Let me go, first.�
Quester shook his head and butted forward, �I�m sorry, but we are going to have to go on our separate ways. I can�t explain all the reasons, but I think you�re a good man, and you�ll do well.�
Shell�s small grin turned to a smile. The confused expression on Quester�s face provided a way to have fun and play a joke while revealing himself as Dragon Clan. �You say the water is cold and feels good?�
�Yes, but listen. We have to talk, I said.�
�Sure, but even though that stream is shallow, I think I�ll try to wash up a little.� He was facing Quester and let his staff fall from his fingers. The unused bow was next, followed by the quiver, backpack and finally his shirt.
Quester�s anger showed. Shell wouldn�t listen to him, talking without listening. Quester�s face had reddened as he tried to explain. As he appeared ready to shout, Shell turned his bare back to Quester.
�W-what?�
Shell turned his head, while keeping his back exposed, and gave his innocent expression, the same one he used when he�d used to filch cookies from his mother�s kitchen and pretend he hadn�t.
�You�re Dragon Clan?� Quester shouted.
�I think you�re supposed to show me your mark as a sign of respect after I show you mine,� Shell said, splashing cold water on his chest, and quickly deciding he wouldn�t be getting into the icy water after all. When he turned to see why Quester hadn�t replied, his friend had turned his back to him and held up his shirt to display a fierce dragon on his back.
Quester said in a hoarse voice, �How did you know?�
�When the dragon flew nearby. My back told me a dragon was near, you touched your back with your hand, just like I did. Oh, there were enough other clues, now that I think about it, but I missed them all.�
Sitting in the grass, Quester brought his knees up and placed his head in his hands. He was not crying, but clearly emotional. When he finally looked up, he said, �I was so scared.�
�About what?�
�I�ve been alone for so long, and I thought I was going to have to leave you, my first friend in so long. For over two years I�ve been trying to get to the Bear Mountain I�d heard about. Then I stumbled across you, and you were going there, too.�
Shell smiled, �Didn�t that alert you?�
�It should have, but you�re such a poor hunter and tracker that I assumed you were not Dragon Clan.�
�I use a staff. Didn�t that give you an indication?�
�I�ve never heard of a staff used as a weapon. In fact, I never even heard of one,� Quester said. �Is it significant?�
�Yes. It�s a weapon the king cannot ban because it is a stick. But it�s traditionally Dragon Clan. And I have never heard of Dragon Clan living in the east. All the Families are to the west of us, the Raging Mountain Clan, the Drylands Clan, and the others. I thought I knew about all our Families. I never considered you might be one of us since you came from the east.�
An odd expression had grown on Quester�s face as Shell spoke. He summed his confusion up in two words. �Other families?�
Stunned, Shell tried to organize his thoughts. He burst forth by asking, �The other Families of the Dragon Clan. You�ve never heard of them?�
�No.�
�Breslau?�
�I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
Shell sat beside Quester and said, �Let�s turn this around. Tell me about your family and all you know about dragons.�
�Everything? Okay, we lived peacefully at the edge of the grasslands that we call the Green Hills. Beyond those are the Blue Mountains, but I�ve never been there. There were about a hundred of us I think when the King�s men attacked and killed nearly everyone.�
�King Ember?�
�No, King Reynard the Younger. I�ve never heard of King Ember.�
�What about other Families to the east? Are there more Dragon Clan?�
�Yes, but I don�t know where. We have to hide and pretend to be regular people.�
Shell began to realize the magnitude of what Quester was telling him. But Shell was only a shepherd. He was not qualified to make decisions or dictate policy to others. Hell, he was barely qualified to select which goat to slaughter and cook. Should Dragon Clan families send people east to live and find others? That might ensure survival if Breslau continued their invasion. Or, should they send messengers and ask for help from the other Dragon Clan families in defeating Breslau?
Dozens of other questions flooded his mind, all questions far beyond what a simple shepherd could answer. But what he did understand was that the young man sitting beside him held important information for his family, and possibly for the survival of them all.
Shell�s first question he needed answered, was also a problem. Should he immediately take Quester to his mother, the council leader of the Grasslands Family? Let her decide what to do? No, he was a small branch of the larger Family, and they lived at the edge of known civilization. Taking Quester to a larger branch that had more communication with the other Families of the Clan made more sense.
Besides, that suited his plan better. And probably those of Quester, too.
Shell said, �I think we�re safe here. Before we go any further, I have to explain some things.�
�You can talk as we walk. You�ve done that for two days, already.�
The laughter came easily. But Shell remained seated as he said, �No, this is too important, and I think you�re going to want to hear it face to face.�
The look Quester wore indicated he didn�t like the answer and intended to argue. Shell didn�t know all he intended to tell, but as his mind churned through the mass of information he decided Quester didn�t know, the mental touch of the wolf a few hundred steps away warned him that he wouldn�t share all. But he needed Quester�s full attention, and Quester needed to know how important it was that they talk.
Shell drew in a breath and just before Quester spoke, he said, �We�re all in danger. An enemy is invading our lands.�
�Your King�s lands,� Quester said. �Do you really care?�
�They have their dragons that kill ours.�
Quester sat erect and clamped his mouth closed. He nodded for Shell to continue.
The words tumbled from him. He told of the messenger network, the interrupted invasion, King Ember�s failed attack on Castle Warrington, and all he remembered of the Dragon Clan. He told Quester of the journeys of Camilla, Dancer, and the others. He repeated all he could of Raymer�s bonding with a dragon, and Anna�s venture to gather Dragon Clan to travel to Breslau.
He talked until almost dark when they paused long enough to gather firewood. They sat and chewed on cold venison strips as Quester asked questions and Shell did his best to answer. Eventually, the questions came slower, and Shell tired of talking and needed rest, Quester, sat watching the small fire and thinking.
Quester said, �In my family, there is a saying about the soldiers in the King�s Army building large bonfires and how they sit well away from them at night. The Dragon Clan builds small fires and sits close.�
�What does that mean?�
�I�m not sure, but I remember that story from before they killed my people. I think it means you can be just as warm with a small fire if you sit closer. It�s unnecessary to build a large fire some of the time. My family did not desire to rule the world or build great structures. I think it is about a way of life.�
Shell waited, then when nothing further came, he asked, �You have a point?�
�Well, yes. A few days ago, I didn�t have a family. Today you revealed, we are related, and that I have hundreds or even thousands of family members. People who believe like me. People who build small fires. Then, you tell me they are attacked by a king and invaders from across the sea.�
�I understand you, so far.�
�I want to help with the fight. I want to travel with you to Breslau.�
Shell�s eyes closed as if shutting Quester out. He said, �I can�t let you do that.�
Quester stood. �You can�t stop me from doing what I want.�
�Wait, that came out all wrong. I didn�t make myself clear,� Shell said, �We�ll go together, that is part of why I�m here. But first, I must take you to the Bear Mountain Family. You�ll share what you know. That will help all of us much more than having one more fighter for a few days. After you tell your story, we can continue to Breslau.�
�Why is it so important? What can the people of Bear Mountain do that�s so important?�
�Messengers. The council will listen, and then they send out two or three messengers to other Families, and those Families will send out their messengers to repeat the information until all know the story about more of our people living in the east. I expect messengers will also be dispatched to locate the Dragon Clan to the east to tell them about us. We have to pull together before the Dragon Masters of Breslau invade our land, kill us and our dragons because they will then move on to your lands.�
�You can�t know they will do that.�
�And you can�t know they won�t.�
Quester�s shoulders slumped. �Alright. We�ll do what you say, but after Bear Mountain, I will go to Breslau even if I do it alone.�
�Agreed.� Shell thought about putting his hand out to shake but was too tired. He closed his eyes for the final time until morning.
Before the sun tinged the grasslands pink again, he woke with a start. Danger. The single word filled his mind. He sat up, throwing the covers back violently.
Quester lay beside him, still asleep. Shell�s mind was still foggy from sleep, but deep in his mind the word resonated and repeated, like a long continuous growl. Ddaannggeerrrr. It was the voice of the wolf.
He shook Quester�s shoulder. �Wake up.�
Quester sat up, his hand reaching for his knife. What is it?�
�Danger,� Shell said no more, but he gathered his belongings and soon stood with his pack on his back, his bow over his shoulder. Then he kicked the coals aside and used his foot to cover the ashes with dirt.
Quester had his things ready, too. He hissed, �What is it?�
The wolf was slowly coming closer, from the direction they intended to travel as if following or stalking something. Shell pointed to the trees downhill. �That way.�
Without another word, Quester took the lead.
Shell said, �No, you follow. You�re better at this than me. Make sure we leave no trace to follow.�
A wary expression and slight hesitation told of Quester�s confusion, but he obeyed. Shell moved quickly down the hillside and up another, using a game trail most of the way. He kept the location of the wolf foremost in his mind, and as they reached the top of that hill, he pulled to a stop where they could see their old campsite.
The wolf was now in an almost direct line past the campsite, although he couldn�t see it in the growing light of dawn. However, Quester�s hand reached out and gripped his wrist, his eyes locked on a dark shadow moving along their intended path. It was a man. No, there were two. Three.
Three people spread out and moved quietly in the early dawn. They crept from shadow to shadow, as if knowing exactly where the camp was located and what they would find there. About a hundred steps from the camp, all three paused at a signal from the one in the center.
Quester�s grip tightened. Shell had forgotten he still held him. But he didn�t object. He watched them creep closer, and as the first light appeared, he saw their hands held in the positions they would if they held weapons, probably spears. If the sun rose higher, he had no doubt he�d see the sparkle of sunlight on iron.
They moved in unison, side by side, closer and closer to the campsite. Then, as one, they rushed ahead. All three reached the dead fire and stood in confusion, obviously talking. They spread out again in the increasing light, searching for tracks. It didn�t take long to find them.
One looked to where the trucks traveled, and his gaze searched the hillside where Shell and Quester stood. Shell felt naked and exposed, but Quester hissed, �Stay still. He can�t see us unless we move.�
�I think those are the highwaymen from the river.�
�They should have let you pass when they had the chance. Look what they brought on themselves,� Quester said. He slipped his bow from his shoulder and strung it.
Shell glanced around and found there were several places to hide in ambush. When the three reached them, and he had no doubt they would, he and Quester could each fire an arrow from so close they wouldn�t miss, then take on the third man. Quester would probably take down two of them with his archery skills.
As he was planning, a flurry of motion at the campsite caught his attention. A brown blur appeared from the brush, raced at the three men, and disappeared into the forest as quickly as it appeared. As fast as that, two of the men were on the ground screaming in pain while the only one standing held a knife and spear in front of himself to defend from another attack.
�What happened?� Shell asked softly, his voice emerging as a croak.
�You tell me,� Quester said.
�Something attacked them. Lucky for us, we left.�
Quester still watched the campsite, but when he turned to look at Shell, he said, �Yes, we were lucky to wake up from a sound sleep and know silent enemies were getting near. Very lucky, if you ask me.�
Shell said, �I think I must have heard them out there and it woke me.�
Quester turned and started walking again. �Yes, I�m sure that�s what happened.�

CHAPTER EIGHT

Quester remained quiet all morning. Shell allowed him to sulk because he had a good reason. While Quester didn�t know exactly what had happened when they woke, he didn�t believe the weak story Shell had fed him. Just as the trust issue between them almost healed itself, a new breach appeared that Shell didn�t know how to resolve, mostly because he didn�t understand it himself.
What he did know was that a wolf, at least he thought it was a wolf, managed to touch his mind and set itself up as his protector. He knew the animal was now ahead of them sweeping back and forth, either hunting food or enemies. He didn�t know how or why, and no story he�d ever heard about related to such a strange thing.
In short, what he didn�t know far exceed what he did. Sharing any of it might prove dangerous in the future�or make him look a fool. Shell was not sure which was worse.
Shell said, �We need to travel more to the right. The southern slopes are where the dragons and Family are supposed to be.�
�You don�t sound too sure about that.�
�I�m not. I�ve never been there, and I�m following clues I�ve heard all my life.�
�Couldn�t you have asked someone?�
Shell didn�t like the tone Quester had used all morning. �Hey, I may have saved your life this morning.�
�If you had put an arrow into each of their legs when they attacked you at the river, we wouldn�t have the problem, so don�t expect me to thank you.�
�Is that what you would have done?� Shell asked.
�Maybe. Then I would have told you all about it.�
Shell didn�t miss the emphases on the single word, but he ignored it. If the situation were reversed, he would probably feel the same. �Did you get a look at that wolf?�
�No, it burst from cover too fast, too unexpectedly. By the time I saw it, the thing was already headed back into the trees.�
Shell continued to walk and think. The trees had gradually closed in around them, adding a protective cloak around them as they moved. While the trees hid the two members of the Dragon Clan, they also hid anyone else in the forest. Twice they smelled smoke, and once the wolf had warned Shell to avoid an area. He had the impression a bear was eating a kill and protecting her cubs at the same time.
The problem became how to tell Quester. He solved it by telling him to turn in a more southerly direction, and he had without question. As strange as it sounded, the advance knowledge of danger placed him in an awkward situation.
There were plenty of stories of Dragon Clan bonding with dragons, sharing thoughts and a dozen other advantages, but he had never once heard of someone bonding with a wolf. Although bonding didn�t seem the right word in this instance, not like fully bonding with a dragon had been explained to him. This felt different.
Maybe the ability to see through a dragon�s eyes didn�t happen right away. No, it had been that way with Raymer and his dragon. Right from the first. Other than warn him of danger, what else could the pairing? He refused to think of it as bonding. But it brought up another aspect he needed to answer. Would the wolf do anything he asked?
How can I ask it to do something? A test? The wolf didn�t speak like people. He didn�t hear with his ears. Even what touched his mind was often unclear, more of an impression than specific communication. The few times it had happened, other than knowing the location of the wolf, had been inklings of information, faint feelings that were almost like experiencing a dream while awake.
As he walked, his mind remained busy thinking about the wolf, and his hands and arms were busy twirling, thrusting, and jabbing his staff to the beat of his steps. Like dancing, using a staff proficiently involved balance, practice, and initiative. But overall, it amounted to the repetition of predetermined moves without thinking about them, and that provided him his best defense�and offense. As he parried an imaginary blow, the next move often involved an attack without conscious thought.
Since Quester was still somewhat upset with him and remained quiet, Shell allowed his mind to drift to the subject of the wolf, and the strange association developing between him and a creature he�d seen only once, for not much longer than the blink of an eye. No, twice, for two blinks. Would the connection they had affect his ability to bond with a dragon? If so, was that a concern? Like all Dragon Clan members, he wished to bond for life with one of the magnificent flying dragons, but only a few people per generations did so. Therefore the chances were small that he ever stood a chance.
But he had something else, although he readily admitted he didn�t know what, or how long it might last. An idea sprang into his mind, and he almost dropped his staff and stumbled to a halt.
�You all right?� Quester asked.
�Sweaty hands,� Shell lied, then began walking again.
But it was not sweaty hands that caused the stumble. Can I initiate communication with the wolf? Will she do as I ask? The idea he�d had earlier about a test came roaring back into his thoughts.
Those two questions flooded his mind with other questions that he pushed from the forefront of his mind. The answers to all those other thoughts depended on answering those two.
Gingerly, he searched for, and found, the place in his mind that told him the wolf had moved further ahead, and was now slightly off to his right, probably on the side of the hill he saw in the near distance. He touched that place in his mind and tried to imagine the wolf quickly moving to the other side of the valley, to the opposite hillside.
Disappointingly, he received no confirmation and decided to let the matter drop until he had the time to pursue it alone. He would also like to draw the wolf closer and get a good look at it. He sensed it was a female, larger than most, but not unduly so. But he wished to lay eyes on her to give it substance, more than faint whispers in his mind.
The wolf�s position was shifting. As Shell monitored it, the wolf moved across the road to the other hillside. It had been sweeping back and forth all morning as if making sure the way was clear, and this might be another instance, a coincidence, but he didn�t think so.
The hills they traveled grew steeper, the vegetation now mostly evergreen, and the air smelled clear and crisp, with a hint of damp pungency. The grasslands had never smelled like it, and Shell decided it held a hint of the perfume a woman in Springtown had worn. He smiled at the memory.
�Look,� Quester hissed in a whisper, but kept walking.
Shell followed his gaze and on a ridge where few trees grew. A smudge of brown on the green hillside pulled his attention. The wolf. She showed herself. Just as he�d asked.
Their communication was two-way. The action confirmed it, although he doubted he could make the wolf do something it didn�t want to do. But he could ask, possibly direct, and she could warn him of danger as it had already done. Despite the limitations of speech and perhaps other limitations yet unknown, Shell realized he possessed something perhaps nobody else in the world did.
�Beautiful,� he said.
�If it�s not stalking us for a meal,� Quester said.
�No, it has had plenty of opportunities to do that if it wanted.�
Quester had stopped and watched the wolf. �It�s as if it protected us back there with those highwaymen.�
�That�s silly,� Shell said quickly, perhaps too quickly. �Like you said before, animals don�t think. They react.�
�True, but I�m beginning to wonder if that wolf is sick or injured. It doesn�t act normal. We have to be wary.� Quester continued to stand and watch it with obvious interest.
To draw his attention away, Shell said, �It doesn�t look hurt. In fact, it looks more than healthy.�
�Then that�s one more thing to worry about. When it gets hungry, it knows where we are. Either of us would make a good meal for it, so I�m going to carry my bow from now on.�
That didn�t work out like I wanted. �I don�t see any reason to overreact.�
Despite what he said, Quester unslung his bow and pulled an arrow, but he didn�t string the bow. The longer a bow was strung, the weaker it became as the wood conformed to the new shape. Quester had the string resting in a groove where he could place one end of the bow on the ground and slide his hand upward and the bow would be strung and ready in a few seconds.
If Quester strung it to use on the wolf, he would order the wolf to run or grab his friend to spoil his aim, if necessary. He would not allow the wolf to be hurt. The idea occurred to him that he was as protective as the wolf was. �You still mad at me?�
�You�re a poor liar is all I have to say. You�re holding back. I�ll let you tell me more when you trust me. For now, I�ll put it aside�but won�t forget.�
Quester walked on in silence, without once glancing behind at Shell or he would have seen the embarrassment and the conflict he felt. Shell considered telling it all to Quester, but since he had never heard of a member of the Dragon Clan and a wolf bonding together, he wondered if he would be considered an outcast or worse. They might think him and the wolf mutants.
Besides, he knew very little of the facts of what transpired between him and the wolf. The change in position when he asked for it could have been coincidence, and even spotting her could have happened without his mental suggestion.
But the warning that woke him and the attack on the highwaymen was not mere happenstance or coincidence. The wolf had known Shell was in danger and woke him. That was a fact, as was the ability to know where the wolf was located at any time. Things were happening Shell didn�t understand or know how to explain.
Shell found he used different muscles for walking when most of the way was uphill. His legs ached, and his breath came in short gasps. Looking at Quester, he found the other at least as tired as he. �We don�t have to go so fast.�
�If we hope to get to Breslau and help before the battles are fought, we need to hurry.�
�You didn�t even know of Breslau two days ago.�
�If I had,� Quester panted and drew in a deep breath to finish his sentence, �I would already be there.�
Shell looked to his left in awe of the mountain looming above. It grew larger every day, yet he never seemed to get closer. Their footing grew treacherous. The soft loam of the grasslands had gradually given way to coarse rock under a thin layer of dirt. The gray rock protruded above the dirt in many places, and where the paths and trails they followed were the steepest, only a thin layer of sand and gravel covered the solid rock, making the surface not only steep but as slippery as ice on winter mornings.
At every vantage, overlook, or unobstructed viewpoint, Quester insisted on pausing and watching ahead to make sure no possible enemies were there. Shell monitored the wolf and knew the way was clear but couldn�t say anything.
Twice he felt the wolf slip behind them and check their back-trail before moving ahead again. They ate slices of venison as they moved, stopping at streams now and then, but never once saw evidence of other humans. Shell dropped two slices of venison in the middle of the trail and enjoyed tracking the location of the wolf as she moved to their rear and ate the treats.
By the end of the day, Bear Mountain was no longer in front of them. It stood to their left, the slopes rising gently to meet the white snow and glaciers that covered the top third. Shell was about to suggest they turn to try and locate the dragon lairs when the ground shook and a rumbling so low it was felt more than heard, stilled them.
Their eyes turned to the mountain. Somewhere up near the pointed peak smoke drifted up in a spiral, spreading as it reached higher. Shell watched and found another movement in the air, as his back tingled slightly. �Feel that?�
�Only the second time in my life, but unmistakable. It�s like someone is outlining the dragon on my back with a piece of spring grass.�
Four dragons flew together, probably disturbed by the ground shaking, and two of them veered off to the north. The remaining two flapped their wings fiercely and flew west. As Shell and Quester felt the gentle touch of the dragons, they seemed to react also, as if sensing two Dragon Clan. They turned and flew directly at the two men as if curious�or hungry.
Shell glanced from side to side, searching for a place to hide. But Quester placed his hands on his hips and gawked as if fascinated. The dragons continued in their direction, losing altitude and searching with eyes Shell knew were red. He�d heard too many stories not to know what to expect.
There were tales of King Ember and King Emory. One was the old King of Princeton that was dropped from so high; his body made an impression in the ground that filled with water after rain, as well as a hundred other stories he�d heard since childhood. But the one commonality of the stories was that Dragon Clan were never injured by dragons.
However, as two red dragons flapped their great wings and flew at him, Shell was willing to forget the old stories and run. Only the image of Quester standing stoic in front of him kept the panic from erupting as the pain on his back increased.
He heard the wings flapping, one harsh sound on the down strokes and a different, softer sound on the upstrokes. Both dragons spotted them at the same time. Their heads pointed at them, the angle of their approach adjusted slightly, and the red eyes became visible.
The dragon on the left was larger, and it opened its mouth displaying a mouthful of jagged teeth. It roared so loud Shell�s knees went weak, and he couldn�t run if he needed to.
The pair passed over them at treetop level, flying on besides each other, neither turning their head to look behind.
�Beautiful,� Quester said, closing his eyes as if to lock away the memory. �My first two dragons and they flew here to take a look at me.�
�And me too,� Shell added, just to have something to say. �Were you scared?�
�No. I almost called out to them, I was so happy. I�ve waited my whole life to see one, and today they were to so close to me, I felt the wind from their wings.�
Shell nodded. �They were magnificent. I could even smell them. They were so close.�
The barrier that had been between the two men all morning seemed to have evaporated with each beat of dragon wings. They watched the two fly away until they disappeared, and then the tingling came again.
�Coming back,� Quester said.
Shell shook his head. �No, it feels different.�
�It�s the same to me. What�s the difference?�
Shell struggled to identify what it was but felt certain the tingling was different, more defined and intense. He looked off to Bear Mountain, where the new tingle originated, but saw no dragons. Then he felt a sense of familiarity. He�d heard nightly what he now heard in his mind, even if he hadn�t felt the nearness of the animal. The night whisperer was coming. The dragon he felt was the one that had called to him for more than a year.
The wolf is bad enough not to explain, but how do I tell Quester about this? Shell waited and watched. The awareness intensity increased from a tickle to an itch, and then a sharp sting. He spared a glance at Quester, and from the wince he displayed, Shell knew they shared the same strong feeling.
Quester said, �I feel it, but don�t see it.�
�There,� Shell pointed. A flick of movement and an approaching figure flying at treetop level stood out.
�A Red,� Quester muttered.
�Something�s wrong.�
�It�s small. A chick?� Quester asked.
The dragon continued to fly in their direction, and as it neared, Shell saw that Quester was right. The dragon was small. It was black but with a reddish tint in the sunlight, and it appeared to be the same species as the others that had flown past, although this dragon was not half their size. Not even a quarter.
When it shrieked, Shell couldn�t tell if it was for joy, anger, or a threat. The welcome feelings that flooded his being couldn�t be denied. �Feel that?�
�I�m getting used to it. It doesn�t hurt.�
�Not the sting. The welcome. It�s glad we�re here.�
�I don�t know what you�re talking about, but I do think that thing�s going to land near us.�

CHAPTER NINE

Quester fell back a step, then more. After the red dragon had spotted them, it had changed direction and flew right at them, wings beating furiously to slow its descent. Quester stumbled back a few more steps, then spun and ran.
Shell remained still. He felt no fear, just a warmth of welcome and friendship. The red dragon locked eyes with him and came to rest in front of him as soft as an autumn leaf falling to the ground. Dust swirled, and Shell shielded his eyes with his forearm, but when he lowered it, the dragon faced him from a single step away.
It stood barely taller at the shoulder than Shell, although much thicker in the middle. The head, at the end of the serpentine neck, would add more to the height if it were not bent forward to peer at Shell so closely he could feel and smell its hot, stinking breath.
Fear never entered his mind, even with the serpentine head so close. However, the mental touch of the wolf reacted, and she charged from shrubbery off to his left directly at the dragon.
�No!� Shell shouted in his mind, as well as out loud.
The wolf skittered to a confused halt and then slunk off. It disappeared into the forest near where Quester stood, appearing too paralyzed with conflicting emotions to move further away from the dragon, his eyes fixed on the eyes of the dragon. The small red dragon stood within attack range, and the huge brown wolf stood a few steps away, close enough to snap off the dragon�s head in the massive mouthful of teeth if the dragon didn�t strike first.
The dragon emitted a low growl that rumbled from its chest, the sound a much larger dragon should make. The wolf responded with a menacing growl of its own. The dragon turned its attention from the wolf and back to Shell and ignored the wolf. It moved its head closer and almost touch Shell�s cheek. It sniffed.
The wolf too saw Shell was not in danger and disappeared quietly into the trees. Quester eased away from the dragon another step, then another. He paused there, as the dragon examined Shell from head to foot. Quester entered the forest while the dragon was distracted by Shell, and disappeared from Shell�s sight, close to where the wolf had gone. I wonder if Quester realizes the wolf is so close to him?
Shell used the time to examine the dragon as it examined him. He had assumed the dragon was a chick because of its diminutive size, but then decided it didn�t look young, just small. There were healed scars evident on its wings and hind legs. Sometime in the past parallel claws had raked across its chest leaving more scars. A claw was missing from a forelimb, again healed, appearing like an old wound. The small dragon had been in far too many confrontations for a young one. A careless toss of a buck�s antlers, the swipe of a bear�s claws, and a bite from a terrified goat might leave wounds the scars displayed.
While predators are the best hunters, there�s a toll that hunting takes on them. Shell had once watched an eagle snatch a lamb, a contest the eagle would almost always win. But the lamb had fought back with a savage kick of a rear leg that connected solidly with the head of the eagle, almost crushing the bird�s skull. The eagle released the lamb and stumbled weakly on the ground for a few steps before regaining enough sense to take wing and fly away, leaving a dead lamb behind.
His attention turned from the scars, the rank smell of rotted meat, the fetid breath, and the piercing eyes. Shell raised his eyes to meet those of the dragon. The design on Shell�s back stung like salt rubbed into a cut with the nearness of the dragon. He ignored it, waiting for the touch of the other�s mind, as he'd been told happens when a man and dragon bond. The hoped-for flood of information exchange never happened. He could not see through the dragon�s eyes.
The dragon leaned closer and sniffed again; then the tongue flicked out, and it briefly touched Shell on his forehead. The red eyes blinked, one at a time and the dragon backed away as if being polite before it spread its wings and took flight. More likely, it had simply wanted more space to fly, but Shell decided to tell the story he liked�the one that made him sound brave and a hero as he stood face to face with a dragon. With a little exaggeration, he might turn it into a tale others retold.
�Is it gone?� Quester asked unnecessarily from the safety of the trees.
Shell nodded. �Is the wolf still in there with you?�
Quester quickly emerged from the undergrowth, watching over his shoulder at the place where the wolf had disappeared. �I can�t believe you just stood there.�
�It was not bravery.�
�You didn�t look scared. Did you bond with it?�
�No, not like I�ve heard about, but it was odd. I didn�t feel it in my mind, but something happened.�
Quester moved closer and waited.
Shell shrugged. �Before you ask, I don�t know. It looked at me and sniffed. Did you see it touch my forehead with its tongue?�
�No.�
Oddly, Shell detected only interest, not disbelief. �It stuck out its tongue, and before I could move or react, it touched my forehead with it, and that was all. Not a threat, or taste, from what I saw. I mean, I didn�t think it wanted to see if it tasted me to see if it should eat me. It was more like a dog getting a scent.�
�Everything about the last few minutes was strange. From the wolf running into the clearing to the small size of the dragon; the way it acted with you.� Quester took a deep breath, and visibly tried to relax. �It�s like the whole world decided to combine here in a tangled mess.�
�But still fun to watch,� a voice called from the other side of the clearing where a man of perhaps forty stood, hands held palms outward in the universal display of saying he held no weapons. But a long knife hung at his waist, and a staff lay at his feet.
Both Shell and Quester reacted defensively. Quester unslung his bow and Shell raised his staff to the �first� position, parallel to the ground, hands spread to absorb a blow or ready to strike with either end. The stranger smiled at their reactions, then slowly turned to face away.
He lifted the back of his shirt and displayed a dragon-shaped birthmark while smiling and saying, �My name is Trace, Dancer�s younger, better-looking brother.�
Trace allowed them time to examine his mark of the dragon before letting the shirt fall back into place, facing them again. He said nothing but waited politely.
�Uh,� Shell said, �I think he wants us to display.�
�Oh, sure.�
They turned their backs and tried to ignore the sour grin on Trace�s face. When they looked back again, Trace still smiled, and Shell hoped the red flush from his embarrassment at his poor manners had all but disappeared. My mother taught me better than that. �I�m sorry, I�ve only met a few strangers in my life.�
Trace stepped forward and stood at ease. �I took no offense.�
�You�re Trace, of the Bear Mountain Family.�
�And the two of you are?�
�Shell, of the Grasslands Family.�
�Quester. My Family was killed, but we lived beyond the grasslands at the edge of the Blue Mountains.�
Trace�s eyes skipped from Shell to Quester in puzzlement. He started to speak but paused as he thought of what to say. �Shell is a strange name for someone from the grasslands, and Quester is just as unusual.� His eyes remained on Quester. �You have a strange story to tell, but asking you to tell it twice is rude. Will you return to my village with me?�
Shell finally found his tongue. �That�s our destination.�
Trace glanced at the footprints of the dragon in the dirt in front of Shell. �I thought you were seeking to bond with that dragon right here.�
�I came here and hoped to see one. Or more. But bonding is like a tale from a story.�
�You didn�t bond?� Trace asked. �I�ve seen a bonded man, once. Raymer. This looked the same as he and my brother described.�
�No. I�ll explain all at the council meeting. How did you find us?�
�My watchers reported you to me last night. They have watched your progress for two days, now.�
Quester�s voice rose, �I don�t believe that.�
Trace shrugged and raised an arm to indicate the far-off hills. �Up there. We�ve had a long time to find places where we can watch great distances. The way south of Bear Mountain is like a funnel. You can only travel a narrow passage.�
Shell saw Quester was about to talk again. He said, �Shut up. Wait for the council.�
Following Trace required them to increase their speed. Shell kept an eye on the sky while watching for more dragons. But he didn�t need to turn his head to know the wolf ran parallel to them. He searched in his mind for a similar �touch� the wolf left, but if it was there, he couldn�t locate it. �When will we be there?�
�Long before dark,� Trace said without turning to look at him.
�Will there be time to call a council meeting today?� Shell asked.
�It has already been done.�
Shell hadn�t seen a signal and didn�t know how the council meeting could be arraigned without Trace telling someone. �How?�
Trace waved to the hills again. �My watchers know we are going to our village. If I had turned you back or killed you, there would be no need for a meeting. Since I am allowing you access, a council meeting is required, and one of my people has gone ahead to warn them.�
A while later, after deliberation, Shell said, �I know of you and your family.�
Unexpectedly, Trace said, �I know of you and your family also. Your mother is a remarkable woman and she leads her council with dignity and respect.�
Walking behind the other two, Quester said, �What do you know about my family and me?�
�Nothing.�
The single word told all. Trace knew as little of the Blue Mountains as Shell. Distrust. That word also leaped into the forefront of Shell�s mind. Trace didn�t trust Quester. What would he think when he discovered the presence of the wolf? Would Shell become part of the Wolf Clan? Was there such a thing?
Struggling to keep up with Trace, Shell decided to put his deep thoughts aside. He used too much energy trying to resolve ideas where he had too little information to consider. He had nothing to hide at the council meeting, so that didn�t worry him until the image of the wolf crept back in his mind. Besides the wolf, he had nothing to worry him, but Quester. And Dragon Clans he�d never heard of, and other kingdoms across unknown mountains. And a tiny dragon that licked him. And invaders to his land. No, he had nothing to hide or worry over.
The path they followed carried them higher and higher, almost always moving uphill. Shell�s calves protested, and his thighs burned. His breath came in short pants, but he wouldn�t complain until Quester did. Quester remained silent.
The greenery changed to taller trees and more undergrowth. They crossed a hundred small streams, mostly wide enough that they could step across without getting their feet wet. The sun sank lower, and Trace had said they would arrive before dark. Shell thought about pulling a strip of venison from his backpack to chew on but didn�t. If the Bear Mountain Family used the same manners his Grasslands Family did, a meal would be waiting. To do less than eat their food was a poor reflection of him and his upbringing.
The hills on either side of them became sharp, gray cliffs with a single point of passage between. Shell had wondered how he would have found the Bear Mountain Family then realize he didn�t have to. They found him.
Trace stepped into a wide clearing and pulled to an abrupt stop. At least a dozen stone huts with steep slate roofs spread out, and beyond, animals grazed in the valley. Before the huts stood a small group of people waiting in front of at least twenty others who remained silent and observant.
The old man closest to them stood alone, and closest to them. He turned and lifted his shirt, displaying an intricate dragon face-on, looking directly at them. After he had given them time to admire it, he stood, turned and said, �I am Myron, the council head.�
Shell turned and raised his shirt, and as he did, he saw that Quester did not. �Hey, display your mark.�
Quester didn�t move. He stood rock still, looking at the people behind Myron.
Quickly, Shell stood, turned and introduced himself. He motioned to Quester and said, �He is Dragon Clan. From a family, we don�t know about. He has the mark, but there is more to his story. And he does not know our customs, and he had never seen a group of Dragon Clan like our family.�
Myron said, �Let him speak for himself.�
Quester turned and raised his shirt, but when he faced them again, tears flowed.
�Joyful tears?� Myron asked.
�When I was a boy, our village looked a little like this. We gathered in a group . . .�
Myron stepped forward to comfort him when Quester choked up and couldn�t continue speaking. He placed an arm around Quester�s shoulder and said, �Come. Eat. We�ll talk and hold council later.�
Myron led them past the others, each of whom proudly turned and displayed their backs. Tables were laden with food. A semi-circle of benches faced a small shelf of rock that would be the stage for the council members, and Shell and Quester.
As they ate, various members of the family introduced themselves. Robin, the washerwoman who had lived with Myron�s son, Pylori, took a seat beside Shell. Later he met Brix, the spinner�s boy, the only other non-Dragon Clan members to live with them. Shell had heard their stories many times.
But while there were several young girls present, he didn�t see a one that matched the description of Camilla. Shell wouldn�t ask about her, at least not yet. Her name would certainly come up. He would meet her when the time was right when he didn�t seem like a dolt chasing after a girl he�d never met. She might be hunting or even be one of the watchers who had kept track of him and Quester.
The talk during the meal was kept to generalities, funny stories, and the like. After all were finished, Shell and Quester were shown to a small hut set aside for visitors, and a fire started at the base of the rock stage where the council would convene.
As they gathered, Myron reintroduced them and warned them that the meeting might continue well into the night so cloaks, blankets, or other warm clothing might be needed. Then, he said simply, �Shell, we will hear from you, first.�
Shell had expected to answer questions, not make a speech. He stood and faced the others across the orange flames of the fire. �I have herded sheep and goats my whole life. In a few years, I�ll be thirty and have done little besides care for my animals. I decided to leave my home, at least for a while, and help defend us against Breslau.�
He started to sit, but Robin barked, �Is that all?�
�All?� he stumbled, standing tall again. �What else is there?�
�Are you wed?�
Gentle laughter floated on the night air. Shell shook his head, too embarrassed to speak.
Robin said, �There are young women here who are already whispering about you, so I�m assuming you may have to run away from this village to escape without a good wife.�
The chuckles turned to gales of laughter, from men and women, old and young, and Shell felt the heat rise in his cheeks. He attempted to sit again, but Trace called over the laughter, �Tell us about the red dragon.�
Shell squared his shoulders and remained upright, glad for the change of subject. He gave them a short, accurate account of the incident.
A woman asked, �Then it was not a true bonding?�
Shell turned to her, a woman a few years older than him, with a child asleep on a blanket near her feet, and an infant held bundled in her arms. �No, at least not what I know of bonding. There was no mind touch, just the normal feelings on my back when a dragon is nearby.� He didn�t mention the night whispers.
�You say it was small?� A new voice shouted from the rear.
He held his hand up to indicate the height of the red dragon. A few chuckled at the idea of a miniature dragon, but most remained respectful.
�But you believe it was an adult?� the same voice called.
Shell drew a breath. �It was only the second dragon I�ve ever seen, and the only one close up. But it was missing a claw. The wound looked like a battle scar but healed. There were other scars, all healed. I�d think it would take years to gather that many wounds and let them heal, but again, it was the only dragon I�ve ever been close to.�
The same man asked, �Trace, what did you see?�
�An old dragon the size of Shell. A Red. I�ve never heard of such a thing, but I what I witnessed is the same as Shell�s story.�
�It licked and sniffed you?� a boy sitting near the fire asked.
When Shell nodded, the boy said, �Did it scare you?�
Shell said, �I think so, but not really if that makes sense.� He started to sit again, angry at the small dragon somehow diminishing his stature in the Clan, and the idea that it may not have bonded because of the wolf interfering. His mood had turned foul, and he didn�t want to talk about a diminutive dragon. A great Red would have placed him in the same category as Raymer.
Before he could sit, Trace said in a voice that crackled with authority, �You have not told us about the she-wolf.�

CHAPTER TEN

Trace�s question about the wolf took Shell by as much surprise as it did the rest of the Dragon Clan. No word of it had been uttered by him or Quester, so no one should know of the wolf. Shell had hoped to sit and let Quester answer most of the questions for the remainder of the council. Don�t lie. Speaking at a council meeting entailed a trust that could not be broken. If the subject of the wolf had not come up, he would be guilty of omission, a serious offense, but for a good reason. He didn�t know what was happening with him and the animal, so didn�t know how to explain it. But the subject had been raised, and he had no option other than to speak, fully and truthfully.
How did Trace know about the wolf? �The wolf? Yes, I do need to talk about it, but hoped to do it in private with Myron and get his opinion on what I should say in public because there is so much I don�t know. However, this is what I do know. A large wolf has followed us for days. I can �feel� her in my mind, and I know she is right over there.� He pointed to a stand of nearby trees. �She has protected me twice, and I think she obeyed me when I told her to cross the road to the other side, but she may have done that anyhow. In short, I don�t know hardly anything.�
�Can you see through her eyes? Hear what she does?� A tall woman asked, in a not unfriendly tone, but not friendly by any means.
�No. At least I don�t think so.�
�Has she communicated with you?� A young warrior sitting with another, asked.
�She killed a deer and left a haunch for us to butcher and smoke when we were hungry. I�m not sure if that is communication or not. She warned me of highwaymen about to attack us.�
A woman at the edge of the crowd jammed a thumb over her shoulder. �You say she�s right behind me in those trees? Right now?�
Shell nodded and smiled as the woman shifted her chair to one side. Trace said, �Why were you going to be silent about the wolf?�
Speak honestly. �Pride. Because I am Dragon Clan. I hope to someday bond with a dragon, like all of you, but instead, a wolf got in the way.�
�What? You don�t like wolves?� someone shouted.
Several people laughed. Shell started to explain. �It�s not that. I like wolves, I guess, but I like dragons better.�
�Even tiny ones?� an unknown voice shouted.
Everyone laughed, and Shell finally sat, too embarrassed and tongue-tied to go on. This time nobody prevented him, and Quester stood. As the laughter died out, Quester turned to Shell and said, �First, I knew nothing of the wolf except that it was following us.� He waited for a laugh that didn�t happen and cast an angry glance at Shell as if it was his fault.
The silence grew as if everyone knew something unusual was about to be said. Quester cleared his throat and continued, �Let me start with my earliest memories.�
He went on to reveal a short history of himself, his family and relevant information about a part of the Dragon Clan nobody present knew existed, as well as telling of the Blue Mountains to the east, and cities and kingdoms beyond them. Myron finally stood and held up his hands for Quester to stop speaking.
Myron said, �There is obviously a lot more of your story, but half of us are already asleep, and I should be in my bed. We will reconvene after our morning meal and chores, for more questions and information. But before we dismiss, I will ask that messengers prepare for departure tomorrow, late. The other families need to know this information as soon as possible, so please be in attendance tomorrow and pay attention. It may provide a means for some of our people to escape to safety if the Breslau invasion is successful.�
Shell stood and gave what he hoped was a confident and friendly look to Quester, then motioned to the stone hut. Once inside, Shell said, �I�m sorry about not telling you about the wolf, but didn�t know what was happening. I still don�t.�
�It brought us food and saved us from the highwaymen. How can I be upset?� The tone was bland, neither angry or accepting.
Shell spread his bedroll onto a sleeping mat, avoiding Quester�s eyes in the dimness of the hut. Only a small shaft of moonlight lighted the inside, but it revealed Quester�s awkward movements. While his voice sounded friendly, his actions were not.
Shell said softly, �I wanted to bond with a dragon. A fierce fighter that can defend the Dragon Clan.�
�Instead, you found a stunted dragon not much larger than you. Or your wolf. The three of you make quite a trio.�
������������� There was no mistaking the sting in the tone Quester used. Shell lay awake, thinking. Sleep did not come quickly as expected. Nobody had mentioned Camilla, and he had been as much as accused of withholding information at a council meeting, for which he was guilty. His only friend was upset with him. There would be hard questions and answers in the morning. He didn�t look forward to it.
As he closed his eyes, a mental touch from the wolf soothed him. She had found a soft place under a spruce tree to spend the night. Without words, she filled his mind with remembrances of a wolf cub lying in the warm spring sunlight with three brother and sister pups after an exhausting afternoon of playing chase and follow-me.
The memory filled him with love and caring. Somehow, it also said that the wolf now considered him as she did the other wolf pups. More than pack. Family.
Shell fell asleep.
In the morning, he found sunlight streaming in the small window, Quester was gone, and as he opened the door of the hut, everyone else was busy performing their morning chores. He stepped outside and stretched, allowing his mind to wake gently. The wolf was back under the same spruce, tearing apart a small rabbit.
Quester was nowhere to be seen, but Myron sipped from a mug on a bench positioned to face the morning sun. Three children played nearby, and Myron spoke to one who played too rough. A young girl of ten or eleven caught his eye and pointed to a pot suspended over a fire. Small bowls were stacked upside down besides carved wooden spoons.
�For me?�
She nodded and raced off, her legs churning and long hair flying behind. Shell filled a bowl with a stew like that his mother made, but with fewer vegetables and more meat. The first taste told him it also contained unknown spices and some of them were hot.
�Better grab a biscuit,� Myron said.
�Good stew,� Shell said, taking a second taste.
Myron said, �Sit with me and tell me about this wolf of yours.�
�She�s under a spruce tree behind us, eating a rabbit.�
�You know this, how?�
�She touched my mind when I woke and told me.�
�The wolf knows our language?�
Shell paused. It was a good question, one he had to think about. �No, not exactly. She put the image of a spruce tree in my mind, I guess. More than an image, because I could smell it, too. And the rabbit, I could see a rabbit, but not through her eyes. Just a picture of a rabbit half-eaten, like looking at a scene from a distance.�
�Could you smell the rabbit too? The blood?�
Thinking back, Shell nodded. �I think so. No, I guess not.�
Myron turned to him. �But you don�t know?�
�This whole thing only happened a day ago. I don�t know what�s real or in my head, or how any of it works. I feel like there are two of us inside my head.�
�The messengers will carry word of your experience to all the families, and they will ask if it has ever happened before with anything other than a dragon. Maybe that will provide you with some answers.�
Shell finished eating his stew in silence and then used the biscuit to cut the sting of the spices. He wished for a glass of cold, winter milk, but waited for Myron to tell him more. When the old man said nothing, Shell asked, �Is what I described the same as it is to bond with a dragon?�
Myron had his face turned upward to the weak morning sun to catch the warmth. He said, �I have only known one who bonded. Raymer. He was not too talkative about it, and I don�t think he wanted to bond in the first place. But what he told me was an entirely different thing.�
�He touched the mind of the dragon.�
�Yes, but not the same as you, I believe. Raymer and the dragon bonded fully, their minds combined, melded together. Raymer could enter the mind of the dragon, see and hear what it did, and he could make the dragon do his bidding. If the task was simple to understand, or instructions given in small steps.�
Shell shook his head. �He couldn�t make the dragon do what it didn�t want. That�s what I heard.�
�Not the total truth. Dragons are not very smart, and Raymer could outsmart it. Still, can. For instance, the dragon might not want to fly today. Raymer could tell it, that if it didn�t, a rat would bite its tail. Then the dragon would take off.�
�Can the dragon enter Raymer�s mind and see what he sees?� Shell leaned forward to hear the answer better.
�Raymer said it could do that but did not like to. He said the information confuses the dragon, so it stays out of his head most of the time. There are times when it does look through Raymer�s eyes, especially if Raymer is in danger.�
�I don�t know if the wolf can enter my mind, but this morning she found me like saying good morning from far away. I did not search for her. But she came to me.�
Myron turned to look at him from the corner of his eye. �Quester is not happy with you, but he will figure out that none of this is your doing and he will come around. He came to speak with me early.�
�He�s angry because I didn�t tell him all I knew, but I didn�t know he was Dragon Clan so told him nothing.�
�We discussed that. I think he understands, but he was offended and can�t help that.�
Shell had been holding back a question he wanted to be answered, and after a quick glance around, said, �Where�s Camilla?�
�Ah, you too? I think you are the number five young man to come in search of her this year, but she has gone to Breslau, or at least in that direction.�
�Oh,� Shell said, frustrated that four others, like his mother, warned him about, had already been here.
Myron cleared his throat and continued, �She rebuffed the first four, then left to provide what help she might to the cause.�
�I see.�
Myron allowed a slight smile as he turned his face to the sun again. �On the positive side, she only left two days ago. Traveling west carefully and slowly to avoid capture by the King�s men. A determined young man protected by a wolf traveling in front of him could move far faster, and he�d catch up in a few days and perhaps make her travels safer.�
Shell was on his feet.
Myron said, �Whoa, we have a council meeting to finish this morning. If Quester agreed to remain with us for a few more days, I would take it as a personal favor if you depart soon, and try to catch up with my grand-daughter. Offer her your protection.�
�I can do that.�
Myron smiled again. �You can only if you do not phrase it that way. She is an independent sort of young lady, and if you offer to protect her, she might slit your throat.�
�Really?�
�No, but I will tell you this as one member of our family to another. You will have a difficult time if you do not treat her as an equal.�
Shell went in search of Quester with Myron�s advice hanging in the air. He found Quester facing a boy of ten, each of them holding a practice staff. The whack-whack-whack of the two staffs striking against each other bounced off the granite walls of the canyon. Quester moved stiffly and awkwardly, holding his staff too low to protect his upper body, and his defense was sluggish. The boy gleefully danced around him, striking the staffs together in a regular patterned beat as he demonstrated how to use a staff properly.
�Couldn�t find a sword?� Shell asked as he approached.
�Swords are for soldiers and losers,� Quester said with a grin, trying to advance on the boy, finding that whatever he tried was met with a lost effort. �This kid is killing me.�
The boy smiled wider, hardly straining to attack, yet providing all Quester could manage. Quester finally stepped back. �I need a break. Take over, will you?�
The intent obvious, Shell accepted the staff, and although lighter and shorter than his, he nodded to the boy. After a few tentative strikes to determine Shell�s skill, the boy attacked in earnest. He was fast and quick, which are not the same thing, but his blows lacked power. Shell parried everything the boy had without advancing at all. Sweat beaded the boy�s forehead as he intensified his attack.
Suddenly the boy allowed his staff to fall to the ground and he bowed slightly. �You�re good.�
�I�ve had a lot of practice. You�re fast but need to learn to feint one way while attacking from the other.�
�They call me Bark and my brother Will tells me the same thing. Can you show me a move to surprise him?�
Shell nodded. �It�ll take practice, but if you go high like this . . .� he demonstrated and showed how to pretend one end of the staff was knocked high by the opponent, while the lower end became an unseen weapon. �Make sure your eyes raise to follow the upward tip of your staff to convince him, making his attention go high with your eyes.�
�While I strike his shin.�
�Strike an enemy between his legs, but not your brother.�
Bark repeated the moves, and as his staff turned and one end flew high, the bottom kicked out to attack. He moved to the trunk of a tree and repeated the moves again and again. Quester had silently watched the entire lesson. Now he stood and copied the boy�s moves.
Turning to Shell, he said, �This one move will take down any soldier.�
�Myron said you�re upset with me.�
Quester repeated the sequence of moves before answering. �He explained that you didn�t know I was Dragon Clan, and I accept that. But there is more. Between you and me there is a wall I cannot explain. Maybe it�s that I lived too long by myself and am not ready to accept choices another makes.�
�Myron suggested I leave today and you remain here. I think he wants to discover more about your lands to the east.�
Quester shrugged. �He said about the same to me, but he said you would wish to leave to chase after the girl, Camilla. He thinks you came here to find her.�
How can he know that? I never mentioned it to anyone. �I�ve heard of her, I�ll admit. But I told you the truth.�
�You leave today, and I�ll follow after. We still have a forest to cross and an ocean to sail across, and I don�t expect you to do that and become a hero while I relax here in the mountains with these people. Why don�t we walk up the hill and see if they�re ready for the council meeting?�
�I�m sorry I offended you.�
As they trudged up the pasture to the stone huts, the sounds of the boy called Bark attacking the tree with his staff followed them. When they arrived at the semi-circle of benches in front of the stone ledge they used for a stage, most of the seats were already filled. Food was again spread on tables, and the faces of the people were expectant. It was easy to see there had been many conversations last night and this morning; many had questions they wished to ask.
Myron called the meeting to order by saying, �Now that everyone has had time to think of questions, we�ll give you all the time you need to ask them. Shell has business to attend, so if you would direct questions to him first, I�m certain he would appreciate it.�
Shell felt his heart sink as he looked out at the eager faces. But the questions were less than he expected; more easily, and quickly answered. Most were directed at him, although Quester had interesting information to share.
Quester would remain behind for days and questions could be asked of him then. Shortly before the noon meal, the meeting broke up, and Myron called on Shell to give a few last-minute instructions, as well as to introduce another boy, an older one, named Buck. He would take Shell to the road leading to Nettleton, the town where Camilla had lived as a child, but he would cross the King�s Road and make his way to Fleming by a path taking him through the mountains.
Buck would lead the way to the road, and then Shell would be on his own. Myron handed him a package. �Cheese and hard-baked bread. And, a shirt Camilla likes to wear. When Buck starts to return here, have your wolf sniff it. Perhaps it can pick up the scent of her, especially if you help it understand that you wish to find this person.�
�I can try, but I don�t see how it can single out one smell in a whole sea of trees. The forest is full of smells, different ones from every plant and animal that lives there. A wolf can smell a hundred more of them than us, I guess, but how can it pick out the smell I want it to follow?�
�If you make it understand what you want it to do, the wolf can follow that single scent easily as you and I follow a path flagged with strips of red material.�
�Among the tens of thousands of others scents of the forest?� Shell asked. �I�ve had dogs that can follow scent and track, but I don�t understand it.�
Myron placed a hand on Shell�s shoulder. �People use their eyes. Wolves, their noses. From where we stand now there are tens of thousands of green leaves that you can see on that large tree growing in front of us. We see them all. That is how a person sees.�
�A wolf sees something else?�
�It smells something different. What if one of those leaves, just one, is not green, but bright red in color? A red so bright the leaf almost glows. Do you think that you could find it with your eyes among all the thousands of green ones?�
�Of course.�
�A wolf is like that, but with its nose. With the tens of thousands of scents out there, one of the smells is bright, glowing red. It will find the red one with its nose like you find a red leaf with your eyes, and then it will find the red leaf on the next tree and the next. That is how easy it is for your wolf to follow Camilla�s scent.�
Shell stood stunned, in awe that Myron knew more of his wolf than he did, and Shell believed everything the old man said.
Myron gently pushed his shoulder to get him moving. �Go say your goodbyes and follow Buck to the road. You have a long way to travel today. Take care of Camilla when you catch up with her. Or consider that she will take care of you.�

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Buck waited for him at the edge of the village. After speaking to a dozen people, all wishing him well, Shell walked up the hill to Buck and nodded that he wanted to leave. One last look over his shoulder found Brix, Robin, Myron, and Trace among the dozen who waved and called out good wishes to him. The boy called Bark held his staff high into the air in salute.
Quester stood to one side. He nodded once, then called, �I�ll be following a day or two behind, but will move twice as fast.�
Shell laughed but knew the comment held more truth than he cared to admit. Even with the wolf leading the way, Quester knew the ways of traveling from his time in the grasslands.
Buck led the way, striking a pace that ate the ground. They traveled between a split in the rock ground, emerging in a dense forest. Another look behind disclosed that even from up close, the front portion of the split in a solid cliff was unnoticeable.
Shell watched Buck turn several times quickly to search behind himself and realized he was not looking for people, but the wolf. That brought a smile to Shell because the wolf was not behind them, but ranging in front.
While he had talked to Quester and Myron, the wolf had slipped to the other side of the village through the opening in the rock. It now loped ahead, sweeping from side to side. From the mental impressions Shell received, she was pleased to be moving again. Twice it fell back and checked behind them, then quickly circled around and again took the unseen lead. When they reached a wide stream with a muddy bank, Shell noticed Buck reacted when he spotted the massive wolf footprints that had crossed only a short time earlier.
From the nervous way Buck moved, and the speed they traveled, Shell got the impression Buck would only be too glad to turn back at the road. After spending a good portion of the remaining daylight to cross a section of rubble at the base of a cliff, Shell asked, �How much farther to the road?�
�Not far.�
�What is the difficulty between here and there?�
�Nothing.�
�If you head back now, is there time to cross that rubble before dark?�
Buck nodded, then said, �Myron told me to take you to the road.�
�Tell Myron I want to search for red leaves before the scent fades, and they turn green. He�ll understand.�
Buck shrugged and turned to leave. Then he called, �Take care of Camilla.�
By the time Shell attempted to explain that he was not chasing after Camilla, Buck had disappeared. He waited, just in case, eventually seeing Buck climb over the rocks and boulders on his way back to the village. Shell settled down on a log and pulled the cheese and hard bread from his pack, as well as the shirt belonging to Camilla.
He sniffed it. The smell was earthy and perfumed faintly with the scent of flowers. He glanced around. The only trail leading to the village fanned out from this point, so the best place to track Camilla would be here. Otherwise, she might take a path to the north while he went south. By beginning here, he would be certain to start the trip behind her and on the same path.
Shell found the location where the wolf resided in his mind. The animal seemed to wait for his call. He sensed it ahead a hundred steps away, just off the path he would walk. Come here.
A feeling of reluctance filled him, but even as he understood the reaction and attempted to overcome it, the wolf drew nearer. Shell tried to identify another word. Pack.
The wolf came into sight and stopped. She was only ten steps ahead, but from the mental image Shell felt, wouldn�t come closer. She remained on her feet, her eyes fixed on him. Slowly and carefully so he didn�t startle the wolf, Shell tossed the shirt, so it landed near the wolf, but off to one side.
Her nose wrinkled, then she moved closer and sniffed the shirt several times. Her head came up, and she turned away, pointing in the direction they had been traveling. Shell felt an image or compulsion in his mind that told him to follow. Shell picked up the shirt and rolled it tightly, so it didn�t lose more scent in case he needed it again, and then hurried after the wolf.
The wolf loped ahead a hundred paces and waited for Shell almost to catch up, then moved ahead again. Shell began jogging for half the distance and walking fast for the rest. They continued that way until nearly dark. From the directions he�d been provided, Shell thought he was getting close to the road, but decided to remain for the night beside a small stream.
The wolf paced and circled the location as if agitated they were stopping. It wished to continue the hunt. Shell tried to project the idea that the low clouds prevented enough light to see the ground well enough to walk, let alone to continue walking under the trees. Shell spread his blanket and ate cold hard bread and slurped water from the stream, but made a cold camp to make sure the fire was not spotted. Besides, he wanted to sleep. The emotions and travel of the last few days had worn him out.
As the first streaks of pink touched the morning sky, the wolf entered his campsite and nuzzled him. Shell tried to roll over and return to sleep until his eyes opened. Startled, he found himself facing a creature that weighed more than him. The wolf�s head almost reached his chest when he was standing, now it towered over him. He leaped to his feet to defend himself. The wolf opened her mouth to yawn. The teeth looked longer than his little finger.
It was only the second-time Shell saw more than fleeting glimpses of the animal, and seeing it upon waking the first thing in the morning was terrifying. The wolf was a very large female with golden eyes that gleamed with intelligence. The paws spread as wide as his hand. The overall impression was of youth and leanness. And power.
The wolf wanted to chase down the scent of the human they followed. It relayed its impatience that Shell slept away the morning instead of joining it in the hunt.
The last information came as another impression, and Shell realized that if he spoke with Myron again about the wolf, he would change some of his previous answers and impressions. Definitely, the wolf communicated, and it knew that daylight approached, and she wanted to leave to pursue her prey. All of that showed intelligence. Carefully, with more than a little fear, Shell reached for his backpack and rolled up his blanket, his eyes on the animal that sat and watched him, as if urging him to hurry. She waited patiently, her fur rippling in the morning breeze.
When Shell had everything ready, the wolf stood and trotted ahead. She never glanced behind to see if Shell followed, and Shell wondered if she could sense him, the same way as he knew her location. The wolf remained out of sight, moving quickly, but waiting for Shell when he fell behind. They reached the road as the sun first appeared over the mountains, and a feeling of warning overcame Shell. He paused, the sensation new to him, but caution was not.
A powerful horse with enormous hooves pulled a wagon along the dirt road, loaded with small logs. A farmer sat on top of the load, a hat drooping over his eyes. That�s odd. Firewood can be found close to most farms. The logs were intended for something else, maybe fence posts from wood, resistant to rot. Where did that thought come from?
Shell watched as the wagon rumbled past as he wondered if the last thoughts about rotting fence posts were his or the wolf�s. So far, there had only been impressions and vague images exchanged, but if the animal was smart enough to wake him at dawn to continue his journey, all bets were off over how smart she was.
He waited until the wagon rolled down the road. He darted across and into the thick underbrush on the other side before any other traveler came into view. A path carried him deeper into the forest, and when the path forked, he took the one to the left without pausing because he could sense the wolf had gone in that direction.
With the wolf watching his rear, both flanks, and ahead, he ran until winded and then walked, estimating he traveled twice the distance of a careful traveler like Camilla. The wolf would warn him of any danger, so he concentrated on speed. While he saw no sign of her passing, he didn�t expect to, not until the following day. The land they crossed became more rugged, the hills taller and steeper, the soil wetter, and the trees larger. At times, he felt he traveled in tunnels.
His thoughts returned to the girl ahead that he had never met, but he recalled the stories of her living and surviving by herself as a wildling. The King�s Weapon-master and Sword-master had followed her, and the son of the Earl himself came to her rescue. Since that escape over four years ago, the Earl of Princeton died in a carriage accident with two of his consorts, and his son assumed his inherited position.
The stories said the new Earl called Edward, who also supported the Dragon Clan without being obvious about it. He worked behind the scenes, and behind the back of King Ember, for the benefit of the Dragon Clan. Old laws were quietly repealed, new ones passed, and those things were the direct result of the one little girl called Camilla.
Even Myron had mentioned at least four others this year who had gone to the Bear Mountain Family in hopes of winning her attention, but Shell simply wanted to meet her. He expected to be rebuffed as a suitor, but hoped to find a woman of the Dragon Clan who wished to become his wife. Several young women at Bear Mountain had caught his eye, and dark haired beauty seemed particularly interested in him. Shell allowed the thoughts to fill his thinking as he walked and ran, letting them pass the time as he tried to sort them out.
How much can the wolf, hear and understand about my private thoughts? The idea snapped into his mind like a tree falling on his head. For the first time, he felt violated. He hadn�t asked for the wolf to invade his mind, didn�t understand and approve of the animal knowing his innermost thoughts.
But he didn�t know if the wolf could read his thoughts, and if it could, would it understand them? No, he didn�t think so. The wolf could read his feelings. It might understand such things as happiness and fear, for certain. But even those carried other, implied understandings.
They traveled all day, walking as fast as the pain increasingly tired legs would allow. He mitigated some of it by jogging or running, especially when they came to downhill sections of the trails they followed. Camilla had not traveled in a straight line. She often took the smaller trails, and twice he found small human footprints near water.
By the end of the day, he located several more, small boots, short stride, and the idea that she should be more careful came to mind. Shell was not the best tracker, and anything out of the grasslands was new to him. If he could follow her, others could.
Glancing behind, he saw his own tracks clearly. Even a child could follow him. One look up at the ridges ahead where the sun sank, and he decided to quit for the day and build a fire before dark. With luck, he would catch up with Camilla tomorrow, the next day at the latest.
As the sun set, his fire warmed him. He wished he had continued and found a stream or small river where he could use his hand line to fish. Instead, he extended his legs in front of him and let the tight muscles relax as the flames held back the growing darkness.
The wolf hadn�t eaten and didn�t seem hungry. She loped back down the path almost to the road, then returned again. Shell was amazed at the distance the wolf traveled without effort. She didn�t seem to move fast or expend more energy than necessary, but moved at least three steps for every one Shell did, and Shell was ready to collapse.
A tingle on his back drew instant attention. He stood on stiff legs and moved where he could watch the sky. A single dragon flew westward, high and off to his right. The sun reflected off the dragon, giving it a reddish glow, but the dragon may have been any color. And since there was nothing to judge the size against, it could have been any.
It could have been a Green, and the sun made it appear red. It might have been a large male. But Shell believed it to be the dwarf Red, the only one he�d ever heard of. He allowed his mind to reach out but failed to get a response.
A dwarf, runt, or miniature, all said the same. Did it come from elsewhere? A place where all dragons were that small size? Or was it a mutant? Did other dragons accept it?
He sat again, lost in thoughts filled with questions he couldn�t answer. If it was the same dragon, and he believed it was, why was it flying west? Dragons do not normally fly at night, but it was twilight and therefore it had to find a place to roost before full-dark. That didn�t give it much time.
Tomorrow he intended to watch the sky closer. While the wolf watched all around him, it didn�t look up, at least not that he knew of. Shell placed two large dead branches across the fire, letting the flames burn the middles. His mother had taught him that trick. Instead of working hard with his knife to cut the hardwood into firewood lengths, he let the fire do his work. When the fire ate through the branches, he would push the ends together. She called it push-wood.
The old memories of camping with his mother were still floating around in his mind with the first hint of warning from the wolf touching him.
�What is it?� Shell asked, forming the words with silent lips in hopes the wolf would better understand as he kicked dirt over the fire. His staff had been beside him, but as he glanced down, he found it already in his hand. He silently eased into a deeper shadow under a tall tree, then remained where he could watch the campsite.
Danger. Man.
Those two words, if they were words, were enough. Someone was sneaking up on him. Shell knelt on one knee to help disguise his silhouette, and yet remained ready to fight, flee, or slink away, whichever was needed. He touched the wolf�s mind again, wondering if he should tell it to attack.
The wolf didn�t respond, although he could still determine where she was. Shell pressed harder, demanding an answer, but other than the awareness of the wolf�s location, little information flowed between them. Shell had been depending on the wolf all day to protect or warn him, and now that he needed help, the wolf ignored him.
Shell decided he�d been too trusting of the animal. He kept his eyes averted from the remains of the campfire to preserve his night vision, and watched, smelled, and listened. Nightbirds chattered, owls hooted, insects hummed and screeched, and the soft night breeze rattled the leaves giving a soft background that deflected and softened other sounds.
A hint of a darker black shifted near the stream. He suspected it was the wolf until he checked with his mind. No, the wolf was off to his right.
A bear? No, the wolf said it was a man. He touched the wolf�s mind again and found an image of pups playing happily outside of a den, a pleasant memory. One was hiding, while the wolf he mind-touched crept up on it. Just before it pounced, Shell imagined the wolf smiling.
Smiling? Wolves don�t smile. The black object near his campsite moved another step closer. Shell realized it had spotted his blanket and thought he was sleeping. The glint of starlight reflected off a blade the intruder held.
The wolf made a soft cough that another might think was a laugh. The image sharpened in the wolf�s mind as it remembered the instant just before it leaped from cover to surprise its brother or sister.
Shell sent a thought to the wolf. No danger?
No.

CHAPTER TWELVE

The intruder stood shorter by a head than Shell, and smaller in other ways, too. The movements were different than a man�s, more compact and confident. As he watched a young woman move into his campsite, and he instantly knew who it was.
�Camilla,� he called softly.
She spun, facing the voice in the darkness, the knife poised to slash or stab. The wolf snuffled again, enjoying the turn of events, the game of hide-and-seek. Shell wanted to tell it to shut up and stay out of his business, but then it struck him as funny, too.
�Who are you?� she asked.
�I am called Shell. Myron sent me after you.�
�How did you know it was me?�
The wolf snorted with humor again in the distance, too softly to hear, but Shell felt it in the rear of his mind as he stood and walked out of the shadows, hands held palms outward so she could see he held no weapons. He had wisely left his staff on the ground.
�Myron said I would catch up with you tomorrow, maybe. But I moved fast.� He turned his back to her, but in the dim light, he felt sure she would see his action and he lifted his shirt.
�I told him I would go alone.� Her voice was sharp, but tinged with relief as she spun and flipped her shirt briefly up, but too fast for him to see her mark, which was rude and offensive. �But I keep a sharp watch behind, and if someone were following, this would be where I�d see him from the crest ahead.�
Shell let his shirt down and stirred the fire with his heel. As the light increased, he sat on his blanket without inviting her to sit. He didn�t say another word. In the back of his mind, he listened to the wolf enjoying itself. It seemed to understand what Shell was about to say and Shell sent it a strong message. Shut up and stop laughing at me.
The wolf pawed her nose as if trying to do as told, but Shell still felt the animal enjoying the conflict between the two humans. If they were going to spend a lifetime together, the wolf was going to have to learn some manners, too. A lifetime? Where did that thought originate?
Shell said, �Is that the way you were taught to greet members of the Dragon Clan?�
�Take what I give you and do it quietly.�
The tone held more anger than he�d heard in years, but more than just anger. Fear tinged her words. It hid the fear behind the sharp tone. Instead of replying, he pulled the blanket around himself. Her anger was misplaced, but his words would only make it worse. He laid down and pretended to sleep.
He could always follow and catch up with her again tomorrow. Or the next day. Or never. The tiredness overcame him and instead of the angry tossing and turning he expected, the opposite happened. Shell fell into a deep sleep as the result of being so tired. The last several days had drained his reserves. He slept long and sound without a hint of night whispers to disturb him.
Upon waking, he started again as his eyes opened. Being surrounded by trees, unfamiliar birds singing, and thinner air took getting used to.
He heard the snap of a twig underfoot and turned to find Camilla, with her back to him, washing her face in the cold water of the little stream. Glancing around, he found the fire dead, and her belongings packed and ready for travel. Yesterday it had been the wolf in his face. This morning it was Camilla. Waking up was not becoming his favorite part of the day.
She stood, turned, and flashed a smile. She said, �I owe you this.�
Camilla turned away again, and lifted the back of her shirt, displaying the dragon image in the proper manner, for the correct time. Respect. Something she withheld the night before.
Shell stood, gathered his belongings and finally chose his words. �I came here from the grasslands for several reasons. I wanted to meet you because I�ve heard so many nice things that are said about you. But I also have this need inside to see the world, and to help my family fight Breslau. Well, we�ve met, and I still have the other two that I want to accomplish. It does not matter where I go or how I get there. Choose your path.�
�So you can follow me?�
�No, just the opposite. You were here first, Camilla. Continue on your way. I�ll find my own since you don�t want or need my help.�
From her reaction, the words stung her, but she recovered and said, �You�ll just follow me, I suspect. But I�m warning you to stay away. I do not need your help.�
�If we meet again, it will be through no fault of mine.� He tossed his pack over his shoulder and instead of continuing west as he had been traveling, he turned abruptly south. In the forest, the wolf leaped to its feet and padded south also, trying to scout ahead in the new direction, but also puzzled. Its mind had trouble understanding human actions, and it broadcast that confusion to Shell, who ignored it.
Shell found he had a tall hill to cross with no easy path to follow. His pride refused to allow him to search for an easier way, knowing that if he went back to find a better way and Camilla saw him, he would cringe in embarrassment. She made it clear. Stay away. No explanation would suffice in that instance. No, it was easier to climb a small mountain than face her derision.
The wolf soon swept an arc in front, and nothing of consequence lay ahead. He managed to reach the crest, where he paused and pulled a hard biscuit from his pack and spent a few satisfied minutes looking out at the world ahead. His words to the girl were not preplanned, and they rang true, even to himself. Ahead lay a wide world filled with unknowns just waiting for him.
He looked to the west again and felt the morning sun on his back. Mountains rose on both sides of a second valley, steep sides rising to peaks he couldn�t see because of low hanging clouds. But it was a route west, and there would be animal trails to follow. A river and streams would run, probably down the middle. He would have water, and he carried food.
He stood in a small clearing. At the end stood a stump where a huge tree had grown at one time. Now it rotted, the bark long gone and the wood flaking off and growing soft and punky. A few steps closer gave him a target hard to miss. He pulled the bow from his shoulder and strung it.
His first arrow struck the stump chest high, near the middle and he smiled with satisfaction. The second missed the tree, and he searched for it until he finally located where it had skittered under the dry grass to hide. A single arrow of the same quality would take days to replicate even if he had the time and skill. He returned to the same place and tried again.
In all, he shot arrows close to a hundred times, convincing himself that most of the time he would miss a cow from ten steps. The bow wobbled in his hands, his arms were not strong enough to hold it steady, and the arrows didn�t fly where expected. But the soft wood of the stump kept them from being damaged, and he vowed to learn by doing the exercise over and over for the next few days.
He grabbed his staff and struck the stump a few solid blows, so it understood it hadn�t defeated him. The wolf emitted more puzzlement. Shell headed west.
He traveled for two days, moving quickly and gaining more experience with the bow, the mountains, and walking on rough, uneven surfaces. He paused at all animal tracks, finding scat and trying to determine what sort of animal left it. Several times he came across the footprints of the wolf, large and deep, but he seldom saw her.
They seemed to have developed a strained relationship. The wolf ranged mostly ahead, but often to either side or behind, while it hunted for small game. She feasted on squirrels, rabbits, and once a small animal Shell didn�t recognize. Shell found eggs in three bird nests, berries hanging large and ripe on vines. He ate strips of smoked venison, but his supply was dwindling.
The morning of the third day again brought rain. The cold water soaked him, and he sat under a broad tree until the light rain gathered into pools on the large leaves above and fell on him with small splashes. The small droplets falling from the sky were easier to live with than the plops of water under the tree.
Sitting and shivering gained him nothing. Walking kept him warmer as he trudged along, head down, until he reached a hill where instead of the narrow pass between two mountains, a rich valley spread out below. Houses, barns, outbuildings, and pastures showed themselves. Smoke rose from chimneys, and probably warm, dry farmers huddled inside.
The rain slowed, the sun peeked between clouds, and Shell waited. Farms have dogs that would detect the scent of the wolf if they went near. Perhaps they would smell the scent on Shell, even though they had not touched. Instead, he continued walking through the wet forest in search of a dry place for shelter. He came to a small lake and paused. He couldn�t get any wetter, and he smelled the sour stench of himself.
With the sun still trying to emerge, he stripped and waded into the lake, carrying his clothes with him. He had no soap, but clean water rinsed most of the grime off him and repeatedly wetting and wringing the clothes removed most of the mud and accumulated dirt.
The wolf didn�t seem to mind the rain. She lay in the open with water shedding off her coat, laying only twenty steps from where Shell huddled against the cold and wet. The action, or inaction, by the wolf, was the first time it had fully shown itself for an extended time and remained nearby. Her amber eyes watched Shell as if the animal expected him to do something, but Shell couldn�t get the idea she was laughing at him from his mind.
�You�re enjoying this,� Shell accused.
The wolf crossed her paws and laid her chin on them. Shell was again struck by legs that appeared almost spindly, would have feet so large. The wet fur matted and dripped, making the wolf appear smaller through the body and chest, but even so, she was huge by any measure.
Shell said, �You could at least get us something to eat, find me a dry shelter, and build a fire after you locate a pile of dry wood.�
The wolf stood and shook the water from its coat, then laid back down in the same place. For an instant, Shell had thought the animal was going to do at least one of the things he requested. He pulled the edge of the blanket over his head to keep the water from running out of his hair onto his face.
He closed his eyes and waited. The rain would have to stop sooner or later, and if nothing else, he was grateful it hadn�t turned to snow. Snow! It was summer, and he was so cold he thought of snow.
The wolf leaped to her feet and snarled in alarm. A man trudged up the hillside. Shell mentally ordered, Go. Hide.
In an instant, the wolf disappeared into the underbrush as if it had never been there. The man turned out to be a boy not much older than Jammer, probably fourteen at the oldest. The thought of his brother and home tugged at his feelings. He hadn�t missed his old life until now, but Shell buried those feelings.
�That your dog that ran away?� the boy called.
�Uh, yes. She doesn�t like strangers.�
�What kind is she?� The boy continued to walk up the path as he talked, carrying a bow in one hand and three arrows in the other. �Looked like a wolf for a minute.�
�She�s a herder, a mixed breed, I think,� Shell said vaguely, then quickly added, �I have sheep and goats at home.�
The boy came closer and lifted the hood keeping the rain from his face. He appeared thin, but something about his eyes told him the boy was lonely and didn�t get the opportunity to talk to many. Shell glanced back down at the valley and the neat and tidy farms lined both sides of the single dirt road. One farm stood out, a ramshackle house sitting near overgrown fields. The fences leaned or had fallen.
Shell asked, suspecting the answer, �Which is yours?�
�The one you�re looking at. Ma and Pa passed on a few years ago, and I don�t have brothers or sisters.�
�Any kin at all?�
The boy sat in the mud beside Shell. �Supposed to be some over on the coast. I heard they live near Fleming. Fishermen.�
Fleming. Shell knew of it from the family messengers. It was a large seaport, and it was his probable destination before sailing for Breslau. Shell asked, �The farm�s not doing too well?�
�Had to sell or eat all the stock. Some were killed by neighbors who want my farm. No money to buy seed to plant; even if I still had a plow, so nope. Things aren�t doing well.�
Shell wanted to change the depressing subject. �Why not stay in your house until the rain is over?�
�Because deer don�t like to move around in the rain any more than you. They tend to hunker down and wait it out. Best time to hunt.� He held up the bow, a battered weapon with a string that looked ready to snap the next time it was pulled. The arrows looked no better.
�I�ll trade you some food for shelter.� The words had tumbled from his mouth before he took the time to think about them.
�Deal!� the boy snapped and stood. �Call your dog and let�s eat.�
From the eager reaction, Shell wondered how long it had been since the boy had eaten. He stood and said, �The dog doesn�t like people. He�ll be fine out here.�
They slogged down the trail through a few inches of traitorously slippery mud often covered with a few inches of brown water. One thing Shell learned quickly was that he couldn�t tell how deep a dirty puddle was by looking at it. He fell twice, then watched the boy step over them, and Shell learned a new lesson.
�Hey, you got a name?�
�Pudding. That�s what my mother used to call me.�
Shell shook off the name with a smile. �What did your father call you?�
�Mostly �hey you� or �get busy.' He didn�t talk much.�
The small farm house was still a way off, across a field that appeared partially flooded. They would have to go around. Shell said, �I have a friend that I left behind a few days ago who didn�t like his name. We chose a new one for him. Now, I�m not going to call you either of those names your father did, and the one your mother used is worse.�
�What're you saying?�
�While we walk, let�s think of a new name for you. Something that �fits� you, as my friend Quester said. What do you think?�
�I like Henry.�
�That�s it? Just like that, you�d like to be called Henry? There are a thousand other names, why Henry?�
�I had a horse named Henry and I liked him most of the time.�
Shell couldn�t contain himself. �Most of the time?�
�He bucked some. I didn�t like him then.�
�Okay, I guess Henry is a better name than most, and it�s settled. From now on, you are Henry.� He knew by the smile on the boy�s face that they�d chosen the right name.
At the door, Henry reached ahead and lifted the latch. The door tilted and threatened to fall off the rotted leather hinges. Inside was worse. A year�s accumulation anything the boy carried inside filled the large single room. A brick oven and flat cooktop looked unused because of a broken half-repaired chair lying on top, along with antlers, a carved cane, and a stack of colorful rocks.
�Firewood?� Shell asked.
�Nope. I just wrap a blanket or two around me.�
Shell glanced at the moldy blankets the boy used and refused even to wipe his feet on them. �People around here haven�t offered help?�
�The farms on both sides want my land. They keep other people away.�
Shell went to the brick oven. At one time, it had been a showpiece, built with proud hands. The curve of the front edge, the flat top made of a single slab of granite that must have been hauled from elsewhere, and the stone chimney reaching out of the ceiling told of craftsmanship. Shell pulled the chair down and broke it into pieces before stuffing them into the open grate. He cleaned the rest of the clutter away and sparked a fire.
Water dripped through the roof in a dozen places. Shell found more wood to burn, and his anger grew with each lick of the flames. The fire didn�t warm the room until the bricks absorbed enough heat, then it threw heat off like a small sun.
�Have they offered to pay for your land?�
�Old man Smithson,� he jabbed a thumb over his shoulder, �he said why pay when I�m going to leave, and he�ll take the land.�
�The farmer on the other side?� Shell asked.
�He says he�ll fight Smithson for his rightful part.�
Shell warmed his hands over the fire as he muttered, �I�ll bet he will.�
Henry pulled a filthy blanket around his shoulders. �You said something about eating?�
Shell�s backpack held food for a few days at best. He sensed the wolf nearby and tried to tell her wanted more meat, like the deer haunch it had provided for him and Quester. The wolf didn�t answer, but Shell realized the animal was up and trotting back up the hill, probably searching for a scent. Shell struggled to imagine a deer haunch. Again, no response came.
But he was warm and his clothing steaming as he hung them near the fire, but out of the way of the steady streams falling through the cracks in the roof. In places, he could see the sky where shingles were missing.
They ate hard bread and strips of venison; a meal Shell was getting tired of eating every day, but Henry devoured it. Shell settled on the hard floor after using the flat end of a board to scrape away most of the accumulated dirt and whatever else covered it.
He said, �Henry, you know you won�t last here much longer.�
�Nowhere to go, and besides, I�m not giving it up to those two.�
�There might be another way.�
�I�m listening.�
�They�re taking advantage because you�re young and they can get away with it.�
�I know that. I think they killed my mom and dad, too.�
Shell allowed a cruel smile to form. �Understand me. I don�t want your farm. I�m moving on when the weather clears but a delay of a day or two won�t hurt. Suppose we tell people we�re related. I now own the farm and am thinking about bringing in my family.�
�That would just make them madder.�
�Yes, it would. But I can also decide to sell your place use the proceeds to buy another, larger one near my home. That�s the story I�ll spin.�
�How will that help me?�
�Farms don�t have to actually touch each other, Henry. Have you ever spoken to the farmer across the road or the next one about buying your place?�
�No. Smithson wouldn�t let them.�
�When the rain quits, I�m going to go visiting. You should stay here and watch the place. You�ll have to trust me, but from what I see you don�t have much to lose.�
It was quiet in the room, but for the drips and the crackle of burning wood. Henry said, �I almost died in here last winter.�
�No food?�
�And too cold. I had already burned almost everything but that chair. I was going to start on the floorboards next.�
�We still might,� Shell said. �Did you have a barn or shed?�
�Burned the shed for firewood. The barn caught fire by itself right after.�
�I�ll bet it did,� Shell said, his determination to not sell to either of the two bordering farms suddenly solidified. At any price.
He fell asleep and managed to stay asleep until the door thumped a few times. Henry leaped up and swung the door open, and squealed in delight. �Someone left us part of a deer.�
Shell felt the wolf trotting up the side of the hill again and sent his thanks to it. He helped butcher the leg and left Henry to cut it into strips and cook them on the stove. A single glance up at the roof revealed the water didn�t drip anymore and a patch of blue sky could be seen.
He left the house and walked to the road. He ignored the farms on either side, both of which were prosperous and large. There was not a house directly across the road, but open pastures and fields of hay indicated another farm. The valley held at least fifteen farms on either side of the road.
Shell passed the nearest farm on his left and found a woman hanging laundry at the next. He stopped and talked, giving her the short history he and Henry had agreed upon. She called her husband, who acted interested, but didn�t have any money, nor did he make an offer.
He quickly moved on to the next farm. And the next. The lack of gold kept one buyer after another from being interested. Hard currency was hard to come by on farms. When he reached the last farm on the left, he crossed the road and spoke with three more on the other side, briefly. Then he came to a farm where a man of about forty invited him to eat with his family. Shell sat at a large table, with ten others who were quickly introduced and as quickly forgotten.
But the farmer who invited him said little and observed Shell. Shell noticed he watched everything. Shell had the impression the man wanted to speak in private after the meal. He glanced at the people at the table again and noticed two younger pairs, newlyweds by his guess. The farmhouse was small and crowded with so many people inside.
When they finished eating, the farmer asked Shell to walk with him. They went to a rail fence where three cows grazed, both placed a foot on the bottom rail and watched. Shell decided to wait him out. The person who initiated a negotiation is the one most ready to make a deal. The farmer finally said, �I know the farm you�re speaking about. It is good land, it�s nearby, and my family has recently grown and I suspect it will grow again, soon.�
�There can�t be many farms nearby with such good soil that are for sale.�
�I have little money.�
Shell said, �But you would like to make an offer.� It was not a question.
The farmer smiled without looking at Shell. �You don�t waste words.�
�I have only talked to the first third of the farms in this valley, and none in the next. I hope to make an honest deal.�
�I don�t waste words either. I believe you�re a good person trying to help Pudding and keep his neighbors from burning him out, or worse.�
Shell couldn�t help but react to the name, and the accusation. He nodded for the farmer to continue.
�I met his parents when they first moved here. Good people, and you wouldn�t know it now, but they built that house and had a nice little farm for themselves before the accident. Funny thing about accidents, you don�t see all that many that take both parents at the same time, do you?�
Shell said, �I don�t know much about it but suspect you�re right.�
�On a farm, men have their work. Women theirs. But one timber in an otherwise sturdy barn fell and killed the two of them. That was a couple of years before the barn burned. I�m not making accusations, but the men on either side of that farm want to expand.�
�So I�ve heard.�
�If Pudding were to leave, or die, they�d fight over the farm and probably end up splitting it between them. That�s the way most in this valley think. Then you come along and want to sell. I�d have loved to have seen the expressions on some faces around here when you offered it to them.�
�I didn�t offer it to either of the farms beside him.�
�They might have gold to spend. Both of those farms are as successful as any in the valley, or the next.�
Shell watched a cow watch him. He reached down and pulled a hand full of green grass and held it out. The cow eyed it, then came closer. �At home, I�m a herder. Sheep and goats. I�ve talked to them my whole life.�
�What do they say?�
�Mostly nothing, but they don�t ever trust dishonest people. If I took their gold, I�d probably lose it to bandits before I traveled a day. You were about to make an offer, I think.�
�I have no gold. I do have five large silver rounds, twelve small silver nips, and a few coppers.�
The sum was more than Shell hoped to get for a farm with no house or barn, but he waited.
�Do you know what sharecropping is?�
�I�ve heard the word.�
�In short, I could add to the coins I offer. I will split the crop value in half for seven years before owning the land. Each year, good or poor crops, half would be sent to Fleming and Pudding.�
�His name is now Henry. You are offering half the crops for seven years in addition to the silver and copper?�
�As you saw at dinner, my house is overflowing, but they are my family, and I want them to live nearby, but it is all I can afford. There are no other farms close by that are for sale at that price or any other.�
�What about Henry�s two neighbors? They won�t be happy.�
�My existing farm is larger than theirs, my family much larger, and my standing in the community well known. If they pull any of their tricks on us, we will return the favors with pitchforks and the Sheriff. I�ll understand if you continue to try and find a better offer.�
Shell turned to him. �As you said, I don�t waste words. Your offer is more than fair. I will accept if with a slight change. Your family needs to build a new house and barn. That will be hard with the deal you offered. I will accept the coin, but only a quarter of the crops for ten years, or half for five.�
The farmer had his hand out to shake. Shell already had his out.
They discussed details, how to contact Henry in Fleming to deliver his share, and they went to another farm where a man with a white beard listened to each side and drew up a contract. Shell signed and accepted the coins in a small leather bag.
If Henry�s family couldn�t be located, or if they wouldn�t take him in, he had enough to buy a small place, and he could find a job in Fleming. He could grow a garden and have a good life. Shell whistled all the way back to what had been Henry�s farm.
The mind of the wolf touched him. Come fast.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Shell ran all the rest of the way. Henry lay motionless in the mud in his front yard. Shell sprinted to his side, falling to his knees. The boy breathed, but he�d been beaten. His eye was already turning color, blood ran from two places on his forehead, as if he�d been struck with a club.
The boy weighed almost nothing as Shell carried him into the house. His left arm seemed to be hurt, and as he squinted to open his right eyes, he smiled. Blood seeped from the corner of his mouth.
�Who did this?�
Henry pointed to the north. The words came forth slow and slurred. �Smithson and his sons.�
Shell spun and walked outside to where he�d found the boy. Footprints left and headed north. Shell followed them, a cold anger growing with every step until he was filled with rage.
A man stood ahead, hands on hips. �Want something boy? Maybe sell me a farm for nothing?�
Four others stood behind him, all bearing similar features, and smiling false smiles. They held clubs, shovels, and one a pitchfork. Shell should have taken the time to grab his staff. But fighting five farmers were a task few would accept. His fists balled.
Run. The thought came from the wolf. But Shell didn�t feel like running. He felt like fighting. Then he felt another sensation. A tingling grew on his back. His eyes flicked to the sky. A small red dot approached from behind the men.
He shouted, �You beat the boy. I�m here to avenge that beating, and all of the rest that you did to him, and to his parents.�
The older man strode confidently ahead, a sneer on his lips. �You�re going to end up dead, just like them.�
�Pudding isn�t dead. Not yet. But I am going to even things up. Pay him for all the damage and I�ll let you go. All of you.
�You�ll let us go?� the man chuckled, as the others laughed. One moved ahead; his hay-rake lifted high.
�This is your last chance,� Shell said, feeling the small red dragon�s anger on his back and refusing to retreat a single step.
The hay-rake swung and missed as Shell ducked. The red dragon screamed as it attacked unseen by the farmers, knocking down one man, slashing open the stomach of a second, and landing long enough to tear at the arm of another with a mouthful of teeth. It leaped into the air and flew higher, then spun and attacked them again. On the third pass, all five men lay in the mud, broken but alive.
Shell reached out and felt for the mind of the wolf, and pulled back in shock and loathing. It raged red, as Shell�s had a few minutes earlier, as it attacked and tore the throats from every farm animal it encountered in the Smithson farm. Cows, sheep, chickens, horses, and goats all lay dead. The wolf snarled in anger and searched for anything else alive to kill.
The dragon flew higher into the sky and circled the farmhouse where smoke rose from the chimney. It turned and flew closer, spitting balls of acid that burst into fireballs when they touched an open flame. If not, they ate their way through wood roofs in minutes, leaving oval shaped holes.
When nothing else happened for a few long seconds, and the five men were struggling to stand and help each other, as they eyed Shell again readying themselves to attack him, three women ran from the house, screaming in terror. The screams drew their attention. The dragon was heading back, falling from the sky as it spit again and again. One of the acid balls touched a candle or fireplace. Flames erupted from the door and windows as if from an explosion, and in seconds the entire house was on fire.
Shell was sickened by what they had done. He knew he was responsible and it was things like this that made the Dragon Clan hated by all. The men before him didn�t know what he was, but the talk would start before he left the valley. They�d ask why a dragon chose that time to attack, and only to attack one farm. The fingers would point.
In this valley, he believed most people would appreciate what happened, more than condemn, but the tales would still have effects. Good people had banded together to burn Dragon Clan villages in the past, more to hunt them down and kill them.
Shell stumbled across the farm to the small house where Henry lay on the floor, eyes closed, bruises already darker than before. One of his eyes had swelled totally shut. A pool of blood spread from his head. �Come on; we have to get out of here.�
Henry moaned but tried to stand and failed. Shell helped him up and grabbed two of the filthy blankets. He filled cooked venison into his backpack with his spare hand and placed Henry�s arm over his shoulder to help him remain upright. He headed for the hillside and the concealing tangles of brush and low trees.
A glance over his shoulder showed the Smithson farmhouse still burning, and no sign of the small red dragon. The tingle on his back was absent. He paused long enough to take a second look. There were no wagons filled with people rushing in the burning farm�s direction, no men and women on foot racing to offer help.
The smoke rose high enough to be a beacon for the entire valley, yet not a single neighbor was in sight. Shell thought that perhaps there hadn�t been time for them to react, but knew that was wrong. There had been plenty of time for any who wished to help the Smithson family. His eyes found people at the next farm standing and watching, an unthinkable action in most communities when others needed help.
The people Shell had spoken with on the farms were reserved in their expressed opinions, but solid, as was usual for most rural communities. Sharing dirty laundry with strangers was frowned upon. They must hold more hate for the Smithson family than I knew. That family must have gone out of their way to bully everyone else in the area. Standing and watching their house burn helped them get even.
Maybe I�m reading it all wrong. Henry sagged, and Shell lifted him higher and pulled him ahead. The wolf waited ahead, protective but angry. No, angry was not the right word, and neither was protective but somewhere between. The wolf had killed, but not to protect. It killed the farm animals in retribution, and it had done so when all Shell could think of was avenging the wrongs done to Henry and his family.
Did I cause the wolf to kill? The thought discerned him. He thought back to the wolf attacking the farm animals. The sheep and cows hadn�t threatened him, only their owners. Then there was the same small red dragon that came from nowhere to attack the men and spit acid at the house. Why had it come at that time? And why did it attack them?
Shell reached an area where the hill leveled out and ran parallel to the valley floor. He turned west and started walking as the rain began to fall again. It would cover some of their tracks if anyone were stupid enough to chase after them.
Henry seemed to be doing better, almost standing on his own. He said, �Are we leaving for good?�
�I don�t know if for good is the right choice of words, but yes. We�re going to find a place to build a fire, and we�ll go to sleep and in the morning, we�re going away from here as fast as we can.�
�I can still walk,� Henry lied.
Instead, Shell half-carried him, searching for shelter, and after a while, he found a saddle that led over the hill they were climbing, into whatever lay beyond. He went that way, hoping to travel far enough that he couldn�t see the valley behind and below. If he couldn�t see it, the residents there couldn�t see a fire he�d build.
The wolf swept the area in front of them, and a small game trail leading in the same direction made travel easier, although the ground again absorbed so much water that they were more wading in mud than walking. A glance behind showed only muddier water where they had walked, and that would soon clear again to match the rest. They left no tracks.
Once across the saddle, walking was easier as they moved down on a long incline. When they reached a rock shelf where they didn�t sink into the soft mud, Shell lowered Henry and covered him with both sopping wet blankets. The bare rock was not as comfortable, but it was drier. The mud and water had already leached their body-heat. Both shivered.
A dead pine trunk drew Shell�s attention. It stood stark and almost limbless. Shell shuffled to it and found around the base dozens of fallen branches of every size. The outside bark was wet, but the rain hadn�t had time to soak into the inner wood. He selected several hefty branches and grabbed them by the large end to pull them free. He dragged them to where Henry lay.
The wood inside the bark was dry as expected, but with rain still falling by the time he skinned the bark and shaved dry wood to spark to flame, it had already absorbed enough dampness to resist. He needed the fire. Henry needed it, worse.
Reluctantly, Shell removed the two blankets from Henry and twisted them until most of the water squeezed out. Then he pulled them over his head, making a small tent while he ignored the foul stench of them. He again scraped slivers of dry wood and reached for his flint. After only a few strikes, one spark took hold and spread. He gently blew until the flame erupted. He fed it more dry slivers until the fire grew so large it threatened to burn the blankets.
He placed larger twigs on top, and once the fire burned well, he spread the blankets over Henry again and gathered more dead branches. The pine caught fire quickly, the sap popped and snapped. But pine is a soft wood and burns quickly. It is also full of pitch that is not affected by damp. Pitch burns hot, quickly drying any dampness from the wood with hisses and sizzles as the water turned to steam. He would need most of what lay at the bottom of the dead trunk to last through the night. Even that might not be enough.
The rain slacked off near sunset and then stopped. Steam rose from the blankets, and from Shell�s clothing. He removed his blanket, and it was almost dry. It was also warm to his touch. He removed the other from Henry and placed the warm, drier one on him, then spread the other on top of that one for additional warmth.
His blanket had felt like it weighed ten times as much as normal even though he�d wrung it out several times. He sat on the wet ground trying to dry his clothing without taking it off because of the cold, and trying to avoid catching it on fire, which he�d almost done twice.
But without the drizzle, and with the fire cheerfully burning, he gradually warmed. Henry lay still under all three blankets, but breathed hard through his mouth and he probably had a broken nose. It was swollen closed. Shell�s anger returned, then his thoughts again turned to the wolf.
He reached out and invited it to join them at the fire. The wolf refused. Shell had the impression the rain hadn�t bothered the animal, and it didn�t like fire.
Instead of sleeping, Shell tended the camp fire for most of the night, drifting off to sleep now and then only to wake damp and cold to add wood to the dying fire. While adding more wood, he let his mind wander as he planned his next moves. He asked the wolf to reposition herself to the top of the saddle between the hills and warn him if anyone followed.
Then he sat in the dark under low, dark clouds. So far, his great adventure had placed him on the run from a whole valley full of people. His actions endangered the Dragon Clan. He traveled with a mutant wolf, a miniature dragon, and a wounded boy who couldn�t take care of himself.
Besides those things, Camilla had spurned him. He didn�t like her, probably. She didn�t like him certainly. He thought he was lost in the mountains. Quester, his only friend, had remained at Bear Mountain, so he was alone. And his attempt to do a good deed for the young stranger sleeping beside him had totally gone wrong.
He glanced around. His staff and bow were missing. How had he been so stupid to go after the Simpson family without taking his staff? It had been there right beside Henry, but he had rushed out to seek revenge and left it. Then, in the confusion of escaping, he forgot it.
He considered going back. The staff had been with him most of his life and his hands would feel empty without it. But it was gone.
Depressed, he finally fell into a fitful sleep, only half-waking several more times to feed the fire. When dawn broke, he refused to wake even though he knew it was time to get up and be on his way. He felt stubborn and resistive. His world had crashed in on him during the last few days, and he wanted to fight back.
Finally, he rolled to one side and looked at Henry. The boy looked back from one eye, the other swollen completely shut. Red and yellow bruises covered most of his face. Blood crusted on his forehead. Henry twisted his jaws attempting to open his mouth, but it refused. Between swollen lips, he struggled to speak and eventually said, �Good morning,� which sounded more like �ood orning�.
With those two words, the veil of sadness surrounding Shell lifted as if it had never been. The wolf sent him an image of it prancing in a meadow, chasing a butterfly. At least one of the three travelers was happy. Shell said, �Why don�t we walk a while and then eat?�
Henry nodded, winced at the pain the action brought, and tried to get a knee steady on the ground to lever himself to his feet. Shell leaped to his assistance.
Shell gathered their things and stuffed his backpack. When it was full, he used leather strips to tie the rolled blankets to the outside. The sun peeked above the hills, and just the touch of sunlight made the world feel warmer. He pointed west.
Henry went first and set the pace along a muddy path. Fleming lay that way. Shell didn�t know exactly where or how far, but that was okay. When they got closer, they would begin asking about Henry�s relatives. His hand touched his purse and felt the coins inside. Henry didn�t know about them yet, or the future money he would receive from the crops each year.
Shell considered telling him, but the boy could barely walk, let alone comprehend a business deal. They paused at a stream to drink and eat.
Henry said, �Are they chasing us?�
Shell realized Henry didn�t know anything of the dragon or burning farm. But the boy was obviously scared the Smithson family was chasing them. �I think they have other problems right now. I sold your farm to a nice family across the road and down a way. We can talk about it later, but the price was more than fair.�
�They paid money?�
�Some silver and a portion of the crops for five years,� he said lightly to prevent detailed questions until later. �You�ll be able to buy a place of your own near Fleming, I think, not a whole farm but maybe a house.�
Henry walked silently for a while, then observed, �I see why the Smithsons beat me. They always expected to take our place because they have so many boys and need the land. Now I don�t know what they�ll do.�
�Oh, don�t worry about them,� Shell said, surprised the boy had the compassion to think of the problems the people who beat him were facing. It told him of character. �They might build a new house big enough for all of them. They might even live in their barn until the new house is finished.�
�I never liked them from the beginning. They were mean to Ma and Pa, always threatening and even stealing our cattle. I guess someone will pay them back for all that one day.�
Shell refused to smile, although he felt like it, but the events of the previous day were too traumatic, and he vowed to keep the story from Henry unless he was forced to share it. At the most, the boy couldn�t be older than fourteen. He was not old enough to take on the responsibilities for what had happened, even though none of which was his fault.
Still, Shell felt like he managed to draw misfits and outcasts to him like a herder who gathered the weakest and most helpless sheep to his flock. He got swept up in their problems like trees and branches getting swept along in a river current until they jammed up at a bend. He felt his life a log jam. He had become more involved in the problems of others than his own.
Not that he blamed any person or animal, but when he thought of himself as the only person without major problems in his life, he realized that somehow he managed to make the problems of others his. While they walked, his mind wandered and sorted out the issues. He concluded, helping others was not so bad. Their problems made his seem petty.
He reached out with his mind to the wolf as if it were normal, and he�d done it his whole life. The wolf sent back the impression it was happy and enjoyed the mountains and ample food more than the grasslands. It seemed to enjoy exploring the thick forests as it trotted up one hill and down another, never tiring, always interested in what it saw next.
They descended deeper into the canyon to follow the lay of the hills. The walls of the hills on both sides of the valley sloped down to a small, fast-moving river. There was no valley floor as on the other side, no flat areas, no farms, and little evidence that anyone had ever traveled that way before.
A disconcerting thought leaped into his mind that contradicted him, and at the same time told him the wolf was listening to him. Both thoughts jarred him, and he didn�t know which was worse. He questioned the wolf for more information.
Images and impressions formed until they formed a single word in his mind. Camilla.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

He had forgotten the wolf had her scent and would recognize it when he came across it again. Like the red leaves Myron had explained, the wolf must smell scents left by Camilla. �How long ago?�
He asked with his mind, but must have spoken out loud because Henry said, �What?�
�Just thinking.�
The wolf sent an impression of a sun rising and setting. One day. That was good because he didn�t wish to catch up and encounter her again. She�d think he followed her and she would make more accusations. Better to move slow and let her gain some distance. Besides, Henry was struggling to move quickly and needed rest to heal.
In Henry�s condition, we should have stopped long ago. Shell said, �Hey, I�m tired. Do you mind if we find a place and rest for the afternoon? Dry our things?�
Henry took a few more steps and said, trying to sound reluctant and failing, �Okay, if you want to.�
�We can make up for it tomorrow.� Shell looked ahead and noticed an opening in the trees that might be a clearing. When they reached it, he found a small meadow not far from the river, and rocks placed in a circle with black ashes inside. A small pile of firewood lay beside.
The girl? He asked the wolf.
The confirmation contained a hint of humor of irony. It seemed to ask, who else?
The mid-day sun was almost hot, the sky clear. As Henry sat and rested, Shell took the time to empty his backpack and spread everything in the sun, including the three wet blankets. He removed all but the shirt that hid his dragon mark, spreading them to dry in the sun. He placed his boots there too, making a mental note to buy or trade for oil to soften and make them waterproof again.
He turned to Henry to help him undress and found the boy fast asleep. His clothing would dry in the sun, although not as fast. As he silently wished Henry happy dreams, like his mother, had taught him to do, he realized that he hadn�t been having the dreams of the night whisperer calling to him anymore. It hadn�t happened since he�d first encountered the red dragon.
Had the small red dragon been the one calling to him for all that time? Did it know it called to Shell? All Shell knew for sure about it was the adage of members of the Dragon Clan calling down dragons to help them when they were in trouble. Even though he had intended to take on the entire Smithson family, the rage that first seethed, then boiled over, had perhaps called the dragon to his rescue. The five of the farmers would have beaten him as senseless as they had beaten Henry, or worse, without the appearance of the dragon.
No, that was not completely true. If the dragon had not appeared, the wolf would have charged into the fray and probably done as much damage, or more. So, he somehow had two animal protectors. He pulled on pants that were dry and tucked his shirt, then spread himself out on his blanket, confident that the wolf would wake him, if needed, and surprised at the confidence he had in the animal after knowing it only a few days.
He slept until late afternoon. When he woke, Henry was still out, snoring softly. He gathered more firewood than would be needed for one night, but more was better than less. He cut a green stick and roasted venison that gave it a smoky taste and warm texture. At the river, he drank and went back to his backpack.
The pouch with the barbed iron hooks and thin, woven hand-line were one of his prized possessions. He carried a strip of venison to the shore, baited his hook with it, and tossed it into the water. It floated down with the current, sinking slowly.
He felt a slight tug on the line and reared back, setting the hook. He pulled in a perch, reflecting yellow and orange in the bright sunlight. Soon he had six of them, all small but the numbers would make up for that.
He rebuilt the fire just before dusk and used green sticks with the bark removed to skewer the cleaned and scaled fish. Henry woke, either from his movements from the aroma of him cooking the fish. Shell watched him painfully sit and asked, �How are you doing?�
�Better,� he winced when forced a partial smile.
He didn�t look better. The bruises had spread and turned darker colors, from pale yellow to the darkest reds and blacks. His one eye was still swollen shut, the cuts and scrapes on his forehead were scabbed over, and his nose bent slightly to one side. Shell knew he should try to move it back into place before it set in that position, but the thought of the pain it would cause the boy prevented him.
But if he did nothing, Henry might never breathe through his nose again. �Your nose is crooked.�
�Broken. You can say it.�
�You know.�
�I feel it grind when I talk or chew. It hurts all the time. But I intend to eat some fish.�
�I saw a boy get his nose reset one time about ten years ago.� Shell kept his eyes from giving away the rest of the story by looking out at the darkness as if there was something interesting out there.
�Did it hurt him?�
�Oh, yes. He screamed, but it worked. He said it hurt less right away after it was set, but he�d never want to do it again.�
Henry paused, his voice choked, and he said, �You didn�t have to tell me that last part.�
�A true friend would.�
A silence fell between them. Henry opened his mouth and worked his jaw, tears streaming down his cheeks. �Do you remember how it was done?�
�I think so.�
�Do it.�
�Henry, I�m telling you that the boy said it was the most painful thing he�d ever experienced, far worse than breaking it in the first place. Besides, I don�t know if I can do it to you. Make you hurt that bad, I mean.�
Henry held his nose between his hands, gently moving it from side to side and wincing. He said, �It hurts constantly, and probably will for weeks. After it heals, I will look crooked in the face, and it still might hurt.�
�I was going to offer, but I�m not sure I know how.�
�How did they do it before?�
�My father put his thumbs against each side the boy�s nose. Then he pulled down.�
�Oh.�
�Yeah, oh does not tell of half the pain. He pulled hard as he set it. And he had to do it more than once to get it centered right.�
Henry was quiet as they watched the fire. He looked up suddenly, drawing Shell�s attention. �What if he pulled too hard and it got too long?�
Shell shrugged, not liking the thought and not trusting what words were about to cross his lips. Instead, he said nothing.
�That was a joke, but I can�t laugh.�
�Oh.�
�I want you to do it.� Henry sat still and drew a few deep breaths. �Tonight. Now.�
Shell stood and went to Henry. He gently touched his nose, but when Henry pulled back in pain, he said, �Maybe you should try. First, move it side to side. Just a little.�
Henry did, and the lower part of the nose moved easily through the swelling.
Shell said, �Okay, use your thumbs to start at the top and gently pull down, sliding your thumbs downward.�
The boy did as told. As his thumbs moved downward, the nose suddenly shifted position and changed shape. Henry moaned, and tears streamed down his face, but he said, �Almost. It already feels so much better, but it�s still not right.�
He moved his thumbs to the top of his nose again, ignoring the snot and blood flowing freely from his nostrils. The thumbs came down gently, and Shell saw the nose slightly shift again, and Henry looked up at him, a sort of bloody smile trying to emerge. �How do I look?�
�Not exactly great,� Shell laughed, �but better. How does it feel?�
�Not exactly great,� Henry said, using the same tone and words as Shell, �but it feels so much better. I can even get a little air through it. Probably half the pain just went away.�
�We should have done that sooner, I guess. Right after it happened.�
Henry tried cleaning himself, but with only one eye and the obvious pain he was still in, Shell said, �Here, let me get cold river water to help clean you, and maybe the cold will ease the pain.�
Shell used the corner of his blanket to soak up water and rushed back to Henry. It took four trips to get him reasonably clean, and the scrapes and cuts wiped, during which time Henry never said a word of complaint.
They ate the fish in silence.
Henry finally glanced up and said, �I�m going back there, you know. I have to.�
�To your farm? It belongs to someone else now.�
�No, to face Smithson. And his sons. I can�t just leave and let them think they can do this to me. Beat me and get away with it.�
The statement brought Shell to attention. So far, he hadn�t shared much of what happened after they beat Henry senseless and he lay in the mud. How much of the tale to share was a problem. How could he explain a dwarf dragon falling from the sky and attacking them and burning their house while a giant wild wolf ripped out the throats of their stock?
�Listen, I think you are about even with them. While you were unconscious, a few of them were hurt, most of their stock died, and their house burned. You will not have to go back and punish them.�
The boy peered at him with his one good eye. �You did all that?�
�I guess so,� Shell said, trying to make the explanation truthful but vague.
�Oh. I think I need to go to sleep, now.� The boy lay on his blanket and pulled the other over himself. He was asleep in moments, his face peaceful.
Shell remained awake, watching the fire and feeling guilty for not telling all he knew, and for not setting the nose sooner. The boy was exhausted.
The tingle of the dragon touch drew his attention. He realized it had been there for some time, but his mind had been elsewhere, and the feeling was slight but persistent. While he didn�t know where it was, but the dragon roosted for the night close to him. He shifted attention to the wolf that roamed the edge of the river. She had just caught a frog and ate it.
Camilla probably sat near a campfire much like his, perhaps along the same river. When she looked up at the sky, she saw the same stars and low smoldering clouds threatening more rain. His mood turned morose. He sat, thinking about the great venture he�d planned for a year or more, when the reality said there was no maiden to save, a wolf had attached herself to him, a pygmy dragon stayed close, and a boy he didn�t know was so beaten he could barely walk.
There was supposed to be beautiful women to save, dashing young men fighting for the rights of the world, and majestic dragons trying to bond with him. By now his name should be on the lips of thousands of the Dragon Clan. The warriors of Breslau should tremble at the mention of his name.
The wolf, lying a short distance away in the stillness of the night snorted, which sounded like a rude laugh to Shell. He pulled his blanket around himself tighter and watched the roiling clouds. At some point, he fell asleep.
He woke with the first hint of daylight. Instead of rebuilding the fire and rushing to depart, he lay awake and looked at Henry. The swelling had gone down measurably, especially around the nose and eyes, but the bruising had intensified. The colors all seemed to have darkened. In some way, the boy�s face appeared worse than after the initial attack.
But Henry slept soundly, and his body probably demanded sleep to recover or at least rest. Shell decided to forego any lengthy travel. The clouds still hung low and gray, and he wondered if the wolf could be persuaded to seek out any nearby shelter before it rained again.
The wolf touched his mind with the information that there would be no more rain today. How does he know that? 
Shell climbed to his feet, stretch, and rebuilt the fire, using only a few sticks to keep it small, so it didn�t wake Henry. He gathered more wood and then reached for his hand-line. He quickly caught four perch, then one large bass, big enough to feed them both.
While cooking the fish, and lamenting over not bringing a few spices with him, especially salt, Henry woke. As he sat up, Shell noticed he now looked through one good eye, and the slit of the other, a vast improvement.
�Morning,� Henry said, barely moving lips that were cracked and scabbed. �I feel better.�
Shell kept the smile to himself. �Good. I�m not doing so well. I think the wet must have given me a cold or something.�
Henry�s eyes turned to the bass. �Nice one.�
�I thought it was going to break my line. Listen, would you mind if we stay here for the day? Give me time to recover?�
The face twisted into one of relief. �If you need to rest, that�s okay with me.�
The mental touch of the wolf said, exploring. Just the single impression, not the word, but Shell was beginning to �understand� the wolf and the limited communication. It was trotting in its usual manner, not running, not walking with the long legs that almost seemed too long for its body, as it made the first of several expanding circles around Shell and the campsite. It found an inquisitive field mouse that leaped at the wolf instead of hiding. The action startled the wolf. The wolf jumped back, and the mouse leaped forward again. The wolf jumped to the side and sniffed the mouse before edging closer, then chasing it playfully. The mouse spun, and the wolf jumped away again.
They played like that for a few minutes, then the wolf left the mouse and that meadow and continued exploring. It was not hungry, didn�t kill for sport, and the entirety of the actions gave Shell the impression the wolf was either younger than he had believed, or still immature.
�Something funny?� Henry asked.
Shell realized he had been smiling at the antics of the wolf. After shaking his head, he sat and reconsidered the incident. It was telling in more ways than age. The wolf killed to eat. It also played for fun. But Shell was thinking in terms of a bond with dragons. What had he actually seen in his mind? Impressions that he interpreted, or what the wolf told him? More importantly, had he watched the mouse through the eyes of the wolf?
He decided he hadn�t. Recalling the incident was as if a descriptive story had been told, but not with the same detail as looking at the scene. It was not what he�d seen, but what he hadn�t. He hadn�t seen the kind of grass the field mouse was hopping in, the color or texture of the dirt, or the background of shrubs and bushes. What had been in his mind was like a moving painting of a cute mouse, big ears, and eyes, and unlike any painting, it moved.
Shell found himself swallowing hard with understanding, and his mood improving. He didn�t like wolves or hadn�t in the past. They had been one of the enemies of his flocks his whole life and the idea of bonding with one turned his stomach, but perhaps it shouldn�t. However, changing his lifelong attitude of protecting his flock from the likes of the wolf wouldn�t be that easy.
The thought about bonding made him think again about bonding with the red dragon. He couldn�t feel it tingling on his back anymore. It must have departed at dawn and flew on, but he didn�t know which direction. It had been there during the night and now was gone.
But he could tell where the wolf was, and it now explored in the direction they had already traveled. He pictured the wolf following their trail part of the way back to the valley where Henry�s farm was, searching for anyone following them. He received an instantaneous reply that translated to already did that last night.
He shot back, do it again.
If they were going to follow Henry, they might have waited until the rain quit. Shell waited for the wolf to refuse or confirm, but neither happened. It simply changed its direction and explored further on their back trail.
Henry said, �Sometimes you blank out like you�re asleep with your eyes open.�
The observation warned Shell to be more cautious when communicating with the animal, especially when around others. �Yes, I know. Just a bad habit.�
Henry finished eating, then immediately went back to sleep. As the wolf predicted, the rain held off, and no one seemed to be following them. The Smithson family probably hoped never to see him again.
Shell found that he too was tired. He went to sleep after placing a few larger logs on the fire. Yesterday had been hard mentally and physically. He couldn�t even imagine how hard it had been on Henry.
When he woke, the sun had come out; the clouds were mostly gone, and the day warm. A single glance at the position of the sun told him he�d slept most of the day, and if he didn�t stand, he might sleep the rest, then stay awake all night.
His morose mood had evaporated as he slept. The same things he�d lamented over earlier, the small dragon, the wolf, and Henry, all took on a different, more pleasant light. How many of the Dragon Clan even knew a tiny, adult, red dragon existed, let alone one that shadowed them? Who else had a wolf that touched their mind as a companion? And the incident at the farm in the valley also changed in his perception. He had managed to sell the farm to a family that needed room to grow, saved a boy from almost certain death, and righted a few wrongs in the process.
He built up the fire up again and considered catching more fish, but decided venison would be better. Too many fish meals left him wanting something else to eat. The heat from the sun soaked into his clothing warmed his skin. As he stood, the kinks and tight muscles worked themselves out.
Henry woke and started to sit. The swelling on his face was less, but the bruises darker. He too seemed in a good mood and worked his way to balance on a knee before standing on shaky legs. He went into the bushes to relieve himself.
Shell went to the edge of the river and sat on the same flat rock he�d used before. Feet tucked under him, he watched the ripples on the water and allowed the pleasant mood and quiet of the campsite with the ripple of the river for background, to soothe him. Henry came and sat near him, saying nothing but moving far better than any time since the beating. The decision to rest for a day had been the right one.
Shell said, �Anything you want to share?�
�Just how lucky I am that you came along.�
�Funny. I was just thinking about how lucky I am to meet you and to be able to help.�
�I�m the one needing you.�
�Maybe both of us needed something back there.� Shell flashed a smile and drew in a long relaxing breath.
Danger. The word leaped into his mind as sharp as if a bee stung him. It came from the wolf. Shell instantly thought of the Smithson family following them seeking revenge, but the wolf corrected him. The girl.
Camilla. The wolf was talking about Camilla. Not that she was causing him danger, but telling him she was in danger.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Camilla in danger? During his sleep, the wolf had ranged far ahead to where Shell intended to travel and must have come across her scent again. He imagined that the wolf found more of the red leaves within the green ones. But how did it know of danger? And what kind?
The wolf was far ahead, nearly a full day�s walk from them. He tried to formulate a question of what the wolf perceived as a danger. In return, he understood the wolf had found her scent many times, always heading due west and had never communicated anything similar.
Now the wolf followed her scent again, and she had abruptly turned to travel north instead of west. For Shell that did not indicate danger, simply a change in course. A mountain in her path, a river too wide to wade across, or even a settlement she wanted to skirt around would all account for her changing direction.
The wolf repeated, danger. It went on to communicate there were two men now with her. Again, that didn�t mean danger. The wolf grew irritated and frustrated at Shell�s lack of understanding. It sent another impression, one of Camilla�s old scents, the other her new scent. The wolf managed to turn a single red leaf into flaming orange.
Shell understood. The wolf followed red leaves, which were her scent, but now the red had changed to orange, which meant she was scared and the wolf detected the fear in what it smelled. He was on his feet, estimating the remaining light in the day.
If they waited, they couldn�t reach where she departed her trail by this time tomorrow. Who knew how far away she would be, then? If he stood any chance of catching up, he needed to leave now.
�We need to go.�
Henry looked at him as if puzzled, then making up his mind, said, �I�ll get my things.�
No questions. No argument. They started out within minutes. Shell pictured the trek ahead and realized that rushing to where she turned north was not required. He didn�t have to follow her footsteps. He formed a triangle in his mind. She followed one leg of the triangle until she turned north. He could cut across country to intercept Camilla, taking the long leg of the triangle cutting off a good portion of the trip.
The mind of the wolf understood the concept instantly. It ran after Camilla, chasing the scent. Shell knew where the wolf was, and the direction, so he adjusted their direction to reach a place ahead of it and intercept the wolf. He said to Henry while pointing at a white-peaked mountain, �We need to go there.�
Henry didn�t object, ask why they needed to change directions, or question the need for the sudden departure. He simply accepted and tried to keep up.
Instead of following an easy path along the river at the lowest point in the valley, they trudged across at a shallow place and trudged up the other side. When they reached the summit, Shell pointed again, and they went down the other side, then into a forest thick with tall trees and a tangle of paths and trails.
Shell led them from one path to a trail and through underbrush so thick they almost swam through the tangle of vines. Henry never once asked why they were doing it.
The slight touch of the mini-dragon tingled, which didn�t surprise him at all. The stories all told the same thing. When Dragon Clan was in danger, dragons often appeared. That gave substance to the stories of Dragon Clan calling down dragons for help.
It remained at a distance, and dusk turned into first dark, the dragon�s touch faded as it found a place to roost. The wolf kept moving. Shell continued long as possible, then pulled to a stop.
�We�ll have to spend the night here.�
�Is someone chasing us?�
�No, a friend of mine might be up ahead, and need help.�
Henry gave him an odd look, one of disbelief. But he held off asking more as he unrolled his blankets and crawled between them. He was asleep before Shell had his single, large blanket unrolled. As usual, Shell spread it out and laid on half while pulling the other half over him.
Just two ways of doing the same thing, he thought. But the blankets Henry owned were far cleaner than they had been, even if tattered with more than one hole large enough to put a fist through showed their condition.
Unexpectedly, Shell also fell asleep quickly. He awoke in the predawn from the mental touch of the wolf and shook Henry. They chewed on venison strips while waiting for enough light to continue. The location of the wolf had shifted more to the right and Shell adjusted their projected path when the wolf again touched his mind.
Shell pictured three people sleeping around a dying fire. The wolf was close enough to see them, and Camilla was alive. He asked the wolf to let him know when they woke but had no way of knowing if the animal understood, so he asked the wolf to let him know when they moved again. Realizing the wolf still might not understand the concept, he told it to stay in sight.
If the wolf followed them, he would know the whereabouts of the wolf and know the answers by default. He had a flash of understanding of the frustration the wolf had when it had been trying to explain the danger to him. Impressions are not words. They are vague and undefined.
�As time goes on, we�ll understand each other better,� he said aloud.
�Huh?�
Startled, Shell said, �We�ll know each other better as time goes on.�
�I like you, and thanks for all the help, but you are a little strange.�
�I�ve heard that before. Don�t let it worry you. Time for us to go.�
Shell took the lead again and ahead spotted two large mountains, but a gap existed between them that he hoped would carry them through. If it didn�t, they were going to have to backtrack a half day and circle one of the mountains. The wolf couldn�t help him decide to try the pass or circle around to save more time.
The wolf had never been there before, but misunderstood Shell and started to run to the far side of the pass to find if the gap went through. It would save time to know, but there was another consideration, Camilla�s safety. Shell said, go back. Stay with the girl.
The wolf spun and returned.
Shell asked, is she still scared?
An orange leaf formed in his mind. He could ask simple questions and receive limited responses, but the orange leaf indicated the intelligence of the wolf was far greater than he had believed. The wolf didn�t have language or at least no verbal language. It understood, though, most of what Shell communicated and devised clever answers.
Shell said, muttering softly to make sure there was no misunderstanding, attack them if they attempt to hurt her. Kill them.
Moments later, he received an image in return of two dead men with throats torn out lying on the ground and a girl standing beside them. That satisfied Shell that the wolf understood his directions.
As the morning progressed, he became more hopeful the split between the two mountains would be a shortcut to where the wolf waited and watched. By mid-day, he knew he�d made the right decision, and the wolf�s position grew nearer.
Camilla and the two men had been on the move most of the morning, but they moved slowly and under the watchful eyes of the wolf that they had no idea stalked them. Meanwhile, Shell and Henry had cut across the landscape, and as they exited the pass, they were slightly ahead of the other three, but daylight was fading.
The wolf sent the impression they were stopping again, this time at a hut built in the forest, a hunting cabin if Shell understood the message correctly. The wolf told him the scent of the two captors was strongest near the cabin. They had spent a lot of time there, probably their home.
The wolf sent another mental image. It was a bright red leaf turning angry orange, and ending in a vibrant yellow. Camilla�s fear had increased.
�We have to hurry,� Shell said to Henry. The wolf was close, barely over the next hill.
As tired as they were, both jogged up the long slope of the forested hillside, thankful it was not any steeper. Shell felt the nearness of the wolf, increasing with every step, every labored breath. Then a shot of pure, bright yellow flamed in his mind.
Shell heard the first of the screams split the quiet of the forest, and they were not in his mind. Camilla had screamed long and loud. It was followed by another scream that abruptly ended. After the briefest of looks had flashed between Shell and Henry, they sprinted the rest of the way up the hillside and over the top.
The hut stood directly in front of them, centered in a small clearing. It was made of logs long ago, now weathered and rotted with age. A small path led into the forest at the far side. In the center of the clearing, Camilla lay on the ground, straining and struggling to tear free of her bonds, looking like she was hurting herself in the attempts. She twisted, pulled, and squirmed to move away from the wolf.
In the clearing were two men, both laying still, and the fresh blood covering their torsos stained them red. Shell raced into the clearing, his knife already drawn. He sliced the ropes around Camilla�s ankles with a single slash, and then freed her wrists.
She leaped to her feet, eyes wide and terrified, as she held her arms in front of herself in a protective posture. She screamed, �Watch out!�
Shell spun, knife held ready to fend off whatever danger lurked. The wolf stood at the edge of the clearing, blood dripping from her fur, mouth, and chin. Shell looked past the wolf trying to find the danger, as he mentally screamed at the wolf, where�s the danger?
An image of the wolf resolved in his mind.
Henry said, �I think she�s scared of your dog.�
�His dog?� Camilla screamed, backing away from all of them, but her eyes were on the wolf. That�s no dog!�
�It�s mine,� Shell said, admitting the truth for the first time.
�T-that beast just killed those men. It ripped their throats out.�
Not knowing what he should say, he allowed the words spill out. �I told her to do that if those two hurt you. It�s my fault. The wolf just did what I asked.�
Camilla was shaking, as her eyes remained locked on the wolf, probably not hearing or understanding half of what he said. Shell looked at the two dead men and noted their throats had been ripped out as he�d asked. They were dead, and there were no others in the cabin. He put his knife away, approached the wolf and knelt on one knee in front of her. The amber eyes steadily watched him, never blinking.
Shell gently placed an arm around the wolf�s neck and pulled her closer to him. In a soft voice intended for the others to hear as well, he said, �Thank you.�
The wolf raised a paw and placed it on Shell�s shoulder. They stayed like that for a short while, communicating as two friends in a way no one else could hear or understand. Shell provided a mental image of the wolf exploring the area around the cabin. She turned and entered the deep shadows under the trees and disappeared.
Knowing he had a lot of explaining to do, he stood and faced the other two. Both seemed ready to flee if he so much as sneezed. They needed time to understand the wolf had saved Camilla�s life. The carnage of two dead men was the price paid for her. They were shaken, scared, and hadn�t had time to rationalize it, especially with the men still in sight. He would bury them soon but needed to make sure all were safe. �I�ll go search the cabin.�
He cautiously threw open the plank door, half in fear that there still might be someone else inside, even if the wolf said no. The last thing he wanted to do right now was to call the wolf back into the clearing and upset them again. If she showed itself, Camilla and Henry would probably take off for Fleming, and he didn�t know if he could catch up with them.
No one was in the cabin. However, it was full of other things. There were piles of assorted clothing, a table laden with knives, two swords, and at least six or seven blankets tossed around the room. But it was the boots and shoes that told the story. More than twenty shoes of different sizes and fashion lay together in a pile. Some were men�s. Others women�s. Large, small, almost new, others so old they were ragged. None looked like they would fit either of the dead men.
Henry said, from right behind him, �What is this place?�
Camilla still stood in the yard in the same place, as if her legs didn�t work. She said, �They kill and steal.�
�Why do they kill?� Henry asked, his voice hushed and hoarse.
�They like to. And they want the women. But most of all, they talked about torture; what they did to people. They laughed about it. When their enjoyment was over, they killed them and laughed some more.�
Henry said, �And they wanted to steal? That�s why they did this?�
�No,� she said. �They liked to torture and kill. The stealing was just taking what�s left over.� She turned and took a couple of tentative steps towards the cabin.
�You probably don�t want to look in here,� Shell said.
She came to stand at his side, anyhow. He watched her eyes, and for any sign of weakness or that she might collapse at the devastation inside. She said, speaking to nobody in particular, �So many blankets and shirts everywhere. That table is full of knives and nothing else.�
He watched her eyes alight on the shoes and her knees went weak. Shell grabbed and steadied her before she fell, then half-carried her to the far end of the meadow and gently sat her down on the grass. He went to the first dead man and searched him for any clues of his identity. Inside his waistband, he found a knife with a gold jeweled hilt, a red ruby at the butt, a row of smaller ones set in the handle.
The other man wore a knife plain as the other was gaudy, but at least as expensive. The blade bore the unmistakable marks of quality workmanship, not a pit or spot of rust on the metal. The plain blackwood handle fit him perfectly, but he placed it on the ground with the other knife as he continued searching their bodies. Finding nothing else of interest, he said, �Henry, give me a hand dragging these two off into the bushes.�
Henry said, pulling one foot as Shell took the other. �Let�s take them way out there. I don�t want them close to here.�
When they had dragged both men far from the hut, they returned, Henry went to the stream with the bucket and splashed the water to wash the blood from the grass. It took him three trips. Camilla stood on wobbly legs and waved off any help. Shell was not sure what to do for her but expected she would let him know if she wanted, or needed him.
She said, �I�m kind of weak. I haven�t eaten in three days, not that I could eat something now, I�m just explaining why I�m like this.�
�I see,� Shell said, ignoring her lie about why she was weak, and understanding why she said it. Coming so close to death had to tear at her mind, and then seeing the lives ripped from her attackers by a wolf and thinking she was going to be killed next, must have terrified her. Instead of being critical, he wondered how he would have fared in similar circumstances. He would not have done as well. Not even close.
She turned to Henry with a limp smile. �We haven�t met. I hope Shell didn�t do that to your face. It looks awful.�
�Henry,� he said, sounding proud of the name as he used it for the first time to introduce himself. �He saved me.� Then he turned to Shell and continued in a dull voice, �We have lots to talk about.�
Shell smiled weakly as he reached out and touched the mind of the wolf for comfort. It had already made a complete circle around the cabin but avoided one area. The wolf passed the information to Shell that the stench of rotting flesh was too much in one place for the sensitive nose of the wolf. The stench lay to the east, where a gully cut through the ground, and probably ran deep with snowmelt in the spring.
But Shell now knew where the bodies that had worn the shoes were located, victims from months or years ago. He fought an impulse to try and fit the proper shoes on each corpse, but understood in advance, there was no way to tell, even if his nose and eyes allowed him to get within a hundred steps of the place.
He said, �It�s getting dark. Why don�t we build a fire here in the yard and leave early in the morning?�
�Can�t we leave?� Henry asked.
Shell shook his head. There were too many unanswered questions, too many things to learn. Beside the dead in the gulley, there were the friends, associates, and relatives of them that needed answers.
Camilla said, �You two build a fire. I have things to do.�
Shell raised his eyebrows at her, not sure what she meant.
�Inside the cabin may be articles that will help identify the poor people those two killed. We might be able to find something and use it to locate the families, or at least, some of them.�
�What sort of things?� Shell asked.
�Letters, diaries, names engraved on blades, and things like that. We owe it to the survivors to at least try.�
�Call out if you need me,� Shell said, sensing that she wanted to do the chore alone, and puzzled by it. Did she just need a few minutes alone, or was she trying to find a reason for the actions of the two men? A way to understand the depravity? Did she hope to resolve it for the families, as she said? Or for her, almost another victim. Probably the idea that she had almost died here made her more empathetic with those who had. She wanted to help them because she had almost been one of them.
Whatever it was, it didn�t matter. He intended to stay out of her way so she could work her way through the emotions that filled her. Shell also realized he needed some time alone. The odd looks and unasked questions about the wolf from both Henry and Camilla were going to have to be faced soon. He didn�t� have all the answers, and didn�t know how much to share, especially with Henry present.
Camilla was Dragon Clan, and she should know all, even about the wolf bonding. She would understand at least a portion of what happened, more than the boy. Henry was a different story. But Henry couldn�t be shut out completely. Henry didn�t know about the red dragon because he�d been unconscious when it attacked the farmers and house so that part of the story could be skipped. The actions of the wolf might be explained away, but it would take a tall story, and Henry would not believe it the wolf was a dog, and probably hadn�t from the beginning. He could perhaps tell Henry that he�d found and raised the wolf from a pup and they were used to working together.
That story almost worked. It didn�t explain why he had started running at the end of the trip, just before finding the cabin that stood behind him. How had he known of the danger to Camilla? How could he explain he knew they were trying to catch up with her? But maybe he could add to the truth, and skimp on details.
His mind selected details and tried to fill in answers, no matter how poor they sounded. What if Shell explained that the wolf had howled, and Shell heard it. That was the signal so he would know to hurry. Perhaps the howls were so far away that Henry hadn�t heard them, but Shell was used to listening for them, and his ears always listened for the wolf. The story was weak, maybe wouldn�t be believed, but it might work if he refined it.
Glancing at the cabin showed a candle or lantern now provided light inside. He saw Camilla hunched over something, then moving from one place to another as she examined the contents. She cleared off a small table and placed it near the door and sat something upon it.
Turning away, Shell found a pile of firewood large enough for three nights, and Henry hurrying to find more. The boy wouldn�t meet his eye. He shifted thoughts to reach out and sense the wolf that was nearing the end of the second concentric ring around the cabin. She again avoided the area where the bodies were tossed and found nothing but a small overgrown road or lane leading west, probably leading to the nearest town or village.
Camilla strode from the cabin, a book held in her hand. She said, �Point me to where you moved the two dead men.�
�You don�t want to go near them.�
�I don�t want to, but will. Where are they?�
Shell pointed.
She followed the drag marks and headed into the forest. He wondered if he should go too, and quickly decided that for now, he needed to stay away from her. Her eyes had flashed, her mouth was set, and she walked like a general at the head of an army, back straight, shoulders square, head up.
He�d seen his mother act similarly during hard times, and because of her actions she now sat at the head of the council, respected by all, and probably feared by some. Camilla surrounded herself with the same sort of reserved confidence as his mother, defying anyone to get between her and the goal.
It wouldn�t be him. A shovel stood against the side of the cabin, a handle with a thick wooden blade. Shell carried it to a place not too close the pile of firewood and scooped out a shallow hole, so the coals and embers didn�t escape and burn down the forest. He set to making a fire, and when he looked up, Camilla had returned, her face pale on the last glow of the day.
She walked to him and nodded her approval at the woodpile and fire pit as she handed him two sheets of paper. �Do those look like the two men?�
The drawings captured the main features of both, but he had no idea of why she�d drawn them. �Yes, very detailed and you�ve managed to catch their likenesses. I�d know them from your picture.�
She nodded, then pointed to the sketch in his right hand. �That one has scars on his forehead and cheek, so he was easy. The other has a nose too big, but if anyone has seen them, they will recognize my drawings, I think. Can you put them in your backpack and make sure they stay dry?�
�I have an oil-skin case for tinder that will keep them.�
She turned and walked to the cabin again, just as Henry came up behind him. Henry said, �She scares me.�
�Me too. But she almost died and is emotional. We�ll give her some time.� He tossed more wood on the fire, placing a few larger pieces on top so they�d burn longer and he wouldn�t have to watch it as closely.
Henry said, his tone flat and even, �Lucky for her your wolf knew when and who to attack.�
Shell turned around to respond, choosing his words carefully, but Henry was walking away gathering more firewood they didn�t need, as he stooped to pick up another branch. Shell turned back to the cabin and watched Camilla from a distance, feeling lost to both of them.
She placed another item on the small table outside and went back to her searching. He wondered at that but decided to let her remain inside if she wished, undisturbed. As darkness overcame them, Henry unrolled a blanket and sat near him, both watching her move from place to place inside.
She had started just inside the door to her right and methodically worked her way around the room, touching and examining everything slowly and with care. Now and then she carried an item to the small table. The cabin was not large, and she had almost finished, when she pulled to a stop, looking up.
�What�s she doing? Henry hissed.
�Don�t know.�
As if she�d heard their private conversation, Camilla turned and motioned as she called, �Come here.�
They looked at each other. She hadn�t specified who should go, so they both leaped to their feet and rushed inside where she stood, pointing. �What�s that look like?�
Following her pointing finger, Shell saw a bump on the center beam of the cabin, far too high to reach, but odd in its placement. The color matched the wood of the beam, but a smooth curve against the rough-hewn beam looked odd.
Henry eagerly pulled the single chair from the corner and stood on the seat while reaching up. At fourteen, this was more of a game, and the grin on his face said he was enjoying it. He slid what appeared to be a wooden bowl nearer to the edge. If it had been pushed a few inches further back, in what was probably its normal resting place, she would not have seen it hidden up there. Only the careless placement revealed the lip of the bowl, larger than Henry�s hand, and he lifted it as if it was very heavy.
When he lowered the bowl by handing it to Shell, the coins inside almost spilled over the side. It was full of coins of every size, color, and metal. Camilla lifted one and read the name stamped on the back, �Demaria.�
Shell found one and read, �Arunta.�
�I�ve never heard of those places,� Henry said. �But look at the pretty woman�s face on this silver one.�
They sorted through the coins, wondering and speculating on the origins, values, and why there were so many different and unusual coins, and from unheard of places. Camilla said, �Travelers. They carry money from their homelands. They have to buy food and supplies while they travel so they carry fat purses.�
Shell wondered if any of the strange names were from across the grasslands where Quester had lived. He said, �The mountain pass, we came through is the link from east to west, I guess. How are we going to return all this? We don�t even know who the people were.�
�Or how long those two have been killing and stealing,� Henry said. �They might have been doing it for years.�
Camilla tossed more of the coins back into the bowl after briefly examining them. She said, �The three of us need to sit and talk. About a lot of things.�
Henry said, �I�ve never seen coins like these, but I haven�t seen many. This is a fortune.�
Shell said, �One of those gold coins would buy your farm. In fact, I sold your farm for a few like those silver ones, and your share of the future crops.�
�That�s so strange to me. A flat, little circle of metal can be traded for a farm or house,� Henry ended with a shrug. �They buy food for a winter. Can you imagine how much that whole bowl will buy?�

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The fire in the clearing didn�t take the chill away from the three people who sat around the fire. The cabin stood as a black shadow in the dark, a mute reminder of where they were. All three were quiet as if each waited for another to speak. Shell wanted to avoid what he suspected was about to happen. They would question him about things he couldn�t explain, but saw no way to avoid it. While he hadn�t done anything wrong, the other two were sure to ask about subjects he didn�t feel ready to share, even if he knew all the answers.
But they would need at least some answers. The problem was to decide which, and how little he could say and get away with. His best choice might be to plead ignorance and speak to Camilla alone to form a believable tale, but if he tried, Henry would know.
Camilla said, changing the subject of what the bowl of coins would buy, �There is nothing that I found inside to tell me who any of the victims were. Not a paper, a name carved into anything, an inscription on the jewelry, or even a slip of paper with a city. It�s like they got rid of anything that might lead to the victims.�
Shell said, �Yes, they probably destroyed anything like that to avoid others accidentally finding out about them. When we leave here in the morning, we should follow the road and see if there�s a person of authority in the nearest village. Maybe word of missing people has reached him, and he can help find the families.�
He saw Camilla glance at Henry before speaking. �That sounds like a good idea, but how do you know there is a road? Besides dragging those men into the trees, you haven�t been out of our sight.�
The tone was sharp, and he resented it. Instead of telling the truth, he waved a hand at the cabin and said, �The builders of that cabin had to come from somewhere. A road is only logical.�
She didn�t believe his weak story, and it showed in her expression. �If we give the money and jewelry to the local sheriff . . . Well, when he cannot locate the rightful owners, he will be a wealthy man. Not all constables and officials are honest, you know.�
�Are you suggesting we keep it?� Shell asked. �And what jewelry are you talking about?�
�Didn�t you notice? On the small table by the door? I put all the valuables there. We should hand them over to a family council when we find one,� she said.
Henry asked, �What�s that?�
Shell turned to Camilla to let her cover up her verbal blunder about mentioning the Dragon Clan family council to an outsider. �The council?� She hesitated as if suddenly understanding that nobody had mentioned Henry being part of the Dragon Clan, and she had not seen his back but must have assumed he was one of them. �Well, some villages have a council instead of a single leader. We should consider giving what we�ve found to them.�
Henry snorted in derision. �I know I�m young and all, but not totally stupid.�
Shell and Camilla exchanged worried looks. For fourteen, the boy had insight, if not education.
Henry drew a breath and continued, �Unless other places are different than the valley where I lived, whatever you give to them will end up in the rich pockets of those in charge.�
They relaxed somewhat. He had misunderstood their concern about the Dragon Clan council and silently, and mutually, agreed to let it continue. Shell said quickly, �I think he�s right.�
�Then, what do we do with all of it?� Camilla asked. �You need to imagine carrying the weight of it, as well as the money in that bowl on your back for a few days.�
Lifting the bowl explained her concern. It was heavy. Shell placed it back down and said, �I think we take it with us, at least. And, the jewelry. We can carry it is we split it between. Henry is right. If we leave it and the locals find it, they will put it in their pockets.�
�It is not rightfully ours,� Camilla said firmly, her arms crossed over her chest.
Shell said, �I can�t argue that. If there is a way to give it to the rightful owners or to even find out who they are, that�s the right thing to do. What do we do otherwise?�
Camilla nodded her head a few times as if considering his words and the alternatives, which were few. �It�s not like we stole it. Well, I guess if you look at it from a different angle, we are stealing the money and jewelry, so that�s the wrong way to say it. But, we don�t have a choice, and we certainly didn�t set out to steal anything.�
Shell nodded. �We split it up and carry it until we find an elder we can trust to tell us what to do.�
They sat in silence, and Shell waited for the subject the shift to more uncomfortable areas. He expected Camilla to begin. Henry busied himself with adding wood to the fire and poking it with a stick while watching the sparks rise into the air.
Camilla turned to him. �Myron really didn�t send you after me?�
Shell shook his head and decided to tell part of his story. �He told me which way you went. Not to chase after you. He said we have the same destination and goals, so we might work together, but that�s all.�
�That sounds like him.�
Trying to get ahead of the questions sure to come, he said, �There�s more. There is a friend I met while leaving the grasslands, a family member I didn�t know before leaving, and I traveled to your village with him. We got there with the help of a man named Trace, Dancer�s brother.� He had stressed the word family, wanting her to understand it meant Dragon Clan. At her nod, he continued, �Quester, my friend, remained in your village to share information Myron wanted to send to other villages. Myron was going to send messengers right away.�
�It must be important news,� Camilla said. �But you came on. And you say Myron didn�t send you after me to babysit or look after me. That�s hard to believe, only because I know him as a father.�
Shell shrugged. It was time to tell the whole truth for that part or face her consequences later if she ever learned the truth. �Look, I only met Myron a day before, so I don�t know what he was thinking, and maybe that was part of it after all. I�ve heard your childhood story repeated for years and wanted to meet you, I admit. But my reason for leaving home was to join in the fight with Breslau, and I wanted to see dragons.�
�Finally, that has the ring of truth. But not all your story. I think you went to my village because you wanted to meet me. Why?�
He hung his head and looked at a spot between his feet and the fire, before raising his head and eyes to meet hers. Tell her the truth or she will know it. �I�m not married.�
�Why not? You�re probably eight or ten years older than me.�
�I never found the right one. Not that there a lot of women to choose from near my home. I wouldn�t settle for just anyone.�
�So you thought chasing after a wildling orphan who lived alone for most of her life is the right person for you. Why?�
�No, I thought meeting a girl who is a hero to her family is attractive. I�ve done nothing in my life that would be considered worthy. My mother said men are probably clearing new paths to reach your door and court you, and Myron said something similar, but I just wanted to meet you, that�s all.�
Shell relaxed. It was going better than expected.
Camilla flashed a smile, then without dropping it, asked quickly before he had time to think, �Tell me about your wolf.�
Her subterfuge worked. Shell was caught off guard again. �We met as I left the grasslands. She�s not mine. She just stayed with me for a few days. Followed along.�
Henry perked up and said, �Hey, I thought you said it was a cross-breed for herding your sheep.�
�I stretched the truth.�
Camilla said, �She�s out there guarding us right now, isn�t she? That�s why you allow such a big fire tonight, and you don�t seem to care that others might spot her.�
�Yes.� The single word seemed enough.
She eyed him, shifted to look at Henry, and then back to Shell. �You know of Raymer and what happened near my village with the animal?�
�I do.�
�Is the story of your wolf similar?�
She was speaking about the story in vague terms because of Henry. But Shell understood exactly what she was saying. Raymer and his dragon had bonded near Bear Mountain. Shell said, �Similar. I�m not sure how much. It is different, but sort of the same, I think.�
�Your wolf saved my life.�
With sudden inspiration, Shell said, �Would the two of you like to meet her?�
Henry perked up, looking from the fire and nodding vigorously as he said, �I would.�
�Me too,� Camilla added, more cautiously. �What�s her name?�
She does not have a name. Someday I must correct that. He called, �Wolf. Come here.�
At the same time, he reached out and touched the mind of the wolf. Already sensing the instruction, she had moved closer, as if anticipating his call. After a short time, the wolf trotted from the darkness and moved nearer the fire, her amber eyes reflecting the flames as it moved. The molted browns and blacks of her coat made her almost invisible until she stood just out of reach.
Shell noted the few white hairs that blended into the others, the height of the animal, the intelligence she projected, and the massive feet she stood upon. He also noted that no trace of the blood of the two men she had ripped apart only a few steps from where they sat remained.
Henry scooted closer to her and placed a hand on the wolf�s flank, stroking her softly. �What�s her name?�
�Wolf.�
�She needs a name,� Henry said.
�I know, I just thought that,� Shell said. �But we�ve only been together a few days, and I haven�t had time to name her, let alone to know if she�s going to stay with me.�
�I�ll name her,� Henry said. �Please let me do it.�
The entire conversation at the campfire was going so much better than expected; Shell didn�t want to ruin the mood. �Okay.�
�Pudding!� Henry laughed.
�Pudding?� Camilla asked, the laughter clear in her tone.
Henry said, �That�s what my mother called me, and my name until a few days ago. I�m giving the wolf my old name since I have a new one.�
�Hold on,� Shell began.
But Camilla clapped her hands together with an evil glint in her eye and interrupted. �Pudding. I think it fits her perfectly. What a wonderful gift to give her your old name. Thank you, Henry.�
The obvious thing for Shell to do was shut up, and he did. He now had a companion called Pudding, and there was no changing that. He touched the mind of the wolf to apologize and found her happy and content. If she was a cat, she would be purring as Henry stroked her flank. Then the wolf edged closer to the boy and laid down so Henry could place an arm over her shoulder and scratch her head with his fingers.
A man can ask the sun to refuse to rise the next day, but chances are the request will be denied. Shell felt much the same about the new name. He could request a change, but it wouldn�t happen, and even the wolf seemed to like it.
Camilla said, �Pudding tracked me? That�s how you knew where I was?�
Shell didn�t miss the emphasis she placed on the wolf�s name or the sly grin she tried to hide. �Yes. Myron gave me one of your old shirts for her to catch your scent.�
�You could have just tracked me.�
�I grew up in the grasslands and seldom saw a tree. Besides, I stayed home and herded my animals, so I am not a tracker or much of a woodsman.�
Camilla said, �Can you fight?�
�With my staff, which I left at Henry�s farm when we left in a hurry.�
�You and I will find a pair of staffs and practice. Now, tell me about why you had to leave in such a hurry. I suppose it has to do with his bruises?� Camilla sat back and waited.
Shell told the story quickly and without any mention of the small red dragon. In her eyes, he saw she had more questions, but she smartly refrained from asking, especially after he told them about the wolf�s part in the fight, and that the house had caught fire, but he never mentioned going near the house. He stressed the part about the boy lying in the mud, beaten and bleeding, and how they intended to beat him, as well.
Henry said, �Pudding saved us. There were five of them waiting to beat you, and I wondered how you did it.�
Shell let his eyes flick to the heavens while Camilla hopefully caught his signal of a dragon flying in the air. �Yes. Something like that.�
Camilla seemed to understand what was not said. �Pudding found the road that leads from here to a village or town?�
�And a ravine where the dead bodies were tossed. There are at least ten, but she wouldn�t go there because of the smell.�
�We should bury them,� Henry said.
Neither of them asked the obvious question about how the wolf communicated the information. Camilla probably guessed because she knew of dragon-bonding. Henry didn�t think to question �how' they did it. Shell closed his eyes, thinking fast to prevent the questions from being asked, as he remembered the stench of rotting flesh in other circumstances. He said, �That would be the proper thing, but I think we should leave them as they are in case the proper authorities can identify any of them. There may be other reasons, too, things. The sheriff or constable will want to discover. I think it�s best we leave them alone, for now.�
Camilla nodded in agreement. Henry was soon lost in petting and grooming the wolf. He picked sticker from the fur, and a tick, throwing whatever he found in the heavy fur coat onto the fire. The wolf�s emotions were calm and contented for the first time since Shell had encountered it.
Camilla abruptly stood and went to the small table where the valuable belongings were. After pausing there, she entered the cabin briefly, blew out the two candles and returned with a pair of sturdy boots. �These should fit you, Henry. Try them on.�
He accepted the pair of well-made boots and looked at her in confusion.
She pursed her lips and said, �Listen to me. They�ll probably burn everything here, including the cabin. They will want to erase this as if it never happened. Make good use of the boots.�
�They are not mine, they belong to one of the dead,� Henry protested, looking at them as if tainted, or if he was committing a social blunder.
�They did belong to one of them, a dead person who you are trying to help identify so that person�s friends and relatives will know what happened. I�m certain the dead appreciates your efforts and would freely give you the boots if he was able.� Camilla gave one brief nod at the end of her statement, telling Henry to put them on and stop being silly.
Shell had not noticed the too-tight, worn out boots the boy wore. His little toe stuck out a hole on each foot, and the soles were almost nonexistent. Shell nodded his agreement when Henry looked at him.
Then Camilla turned and allowed five knives to fall at Shell�s side. �Choose one.�
�They�re not mine.� Shell made no effort to look at them or touch one.
She curled her lip, and her eyes flashed in anger. Her voice cracked, �Henry put your old boots back on or go barefoot. Shell is not intelligent enough to apply the same argument about the dead to himself, so I guess you cannot wear the boots.�
�Wait,� Shell said. �It�s not the same.�
Camilla looked at Henry and winked, so both could see it. �It�s the same thing, Shell. You have a rusted piece of old iron for a knife that won�t cut through thick fog. Stop being pigheaded and select a knife that the owner would offer if he were alive.�
His eyes fell on them. All of them were far better than the one he wore, in fact, all were better quality than he�d ever seen. The one, with the gold handle and the rubies, was not included in the five. But the others, the well made one without a spot of rust was. He selected it and turned it over, examining the odd metal, the sharpness of the blade, the feel of the balance.
She motioned for Henry also to select, and he took the fanciest of the four, one with a good blade and a handle made of horn. Camilla selected a shorter blade, thinner well made. She said, �Before we leave, we�ll go inside the cabin and find belts, scabbards, and maybe a few other things for ourselves. What we leave behind will probably be taken and sold by the locals when the word of this place gets out or burned. It is not right to waste or allow others to benefit and grow rich for our actions.�
�I agree. Most people will just try to profit by what they find here,� Shell said.
�I�m tempted just to burn it all and walk away,� Camilla said. �And I would, except for the friends and relatives of those in that gully. We owe them a chance to find out what happened to the travelers, and the authorities are who are best suited to do that.�
Henry had set his new knife to his side and was again grooming the wolf with probing fingers. He said, �Will Pudding keep watch on us tonight?�
�Pudding,� Shell reluctantly used the name for the first time, �makes circles around our camp, some larger and other small. She does that all night long between naps.�
�You can see her out there in the dark?� Henry asked.
�I know she�s out there, and sometimes I catch a glimpse of her. I also see her tracks in the morning that tell where she�s been,� Shell hastily explained.
�Good,� Henry said. �It sounded for a moment like you know where she is all the time like you have God�s eyes.�
�That would be silly,� Shell said, with an awkward glance at Camilla because of telling another lie.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

They awoke well after the sun had tinged the lower sky pink and above it turned to brilliant blue as the sun reached over the mountain peaks, but the three had remained awake and talking well into the night. Shell felt Pudding trotting well to the west before he opened his eyes, satisfied at having already eaten a ground squirrel. The wolf was returning from following the overgrown path until she reached a road. The scent of men was strong on the road, and the wolf had turned back at that point. She didn�t care for men.
Shell didn�t know how far away the road lay, but he knew Pudding might have departed before dawn, and her gait was faster than a man jogged, while never tiring, so it might be a full day�s travel away.
He�d keep that information to himself, of course. Sooner or later he and Camilla would find time to speak alone, and he�d confide those things she probably already suspected. Camilla had brought hard biscuits, nuts, and jerky with her. He shared the venison and decided to use at least a small coin from the bowl to buy food that was not made from a deer. A farmer might sell him a chicken or ham.
In the grasslands, there are no inns or stores to purchase things, and few farmers with excess food, but he�d heard of both and knew the basics. Now that they were leaving the mountains and heading for the coast, he also needed to ask directions to Fleming so he could locate Henry�s family and find him a home. The boy was a fine traveling companion, but too young for the real purpose of the trip. The primary reason to leave him behind, though, was that he was not Dragon Clan.
Later, but before leaving, Camilla handed each of them a belt and scabbard, as well as small purses, which were empty leather sacks with strings attached to tie them closed. �We will each carry a few copper coins and a small silver. We need supplies, and my bread is about gone, so no protests spending this money. We�re trying to help those dead people, and they have no more use for silver or gold.�
The belt she had selected for Henry fit after they sliced off the end, and it looked natural as if he�d worn it his whole life. The boots were also a good fit and obviously, the boy walked better with all his toes inside them instead of sticking out.
Camilla found another backpack in the cabin and used material torn from shirts to wrap the jewelry into small bundles. There were a few rings, pendants, and several chains, most of them silver, but one gold. She placed all of it into the side-pocket of the backpack she�d found.
She said, holding it up, �Henry, this one will be yours. Put your things inside. We�ll discuss the story we�re going to tell while we walk away from this evil place, but we�ll give all of this jewelry to the proper official in the next town and give him directions to find this cabin.�
She wrapped coins in smaller bundles so they wouldn�t jingle and rattle while being carried, and placed them in the bottom of her backpack, and more in Shell�s. �We�ll keep the coins and until we decide what to do about them. Since we probably can�t find the proper owners, I think we�re stuck with them, but if nothing else, a family council can hold them and put them to good use.�
Then she held up the gold-handled knife and turned it, so the rubies twinkled in the sunlight. �This is different, I decided. We keep it and when we reach a large city or town post a reward for information about the owner. It was owned by someone wealthy, probably royalty, and there will be people who will recognize it. Perhaps we can find the family of at least one of the murdered.�
Henry said, �But you don�t want us to mention that knife at the next village? Right?�
She shook her head, �While I generally try to think the best about people, I understand greed, too. That knife is the only thing here that is a direct link to a family that will recognize it. It is probably worth more than a small village. I�ll trust myself to do what is right with it until identified.�
Shell liked her attitude. She was worried first about the families who must stay awake on dark winter nights thinking about those relatives who had disappeared, never to be heard from again. If possible, Camilla would provide closure for a missing father, son, wife, or sister. Locating one was much better than none, and one might also solve the deaths of two or three if the one traveled with others.
Backpacks and bedrolls ready for travel, he took them directly to the path the wolf had told him about. All at the cabin was left for others to return and to hopefully do what is right. But he knew that a village could do little by itself. Most had a single person as a peacekeeper, a part-time farmer or storekeeper who had no experience with what they left behind. A city might do more, depending on the officials in office�or it might do nothing.
Word of the find might leak to the population, and a treasure hunt might ensue. A crooked official might seize everything and keep it for himself and his cronies. Shell decided that the wealth in his backpack could easily be stolen again if left at the cabin, but if he and Camilla retained it, their family would use it to help others, and perhaps to fight Breslau.
Guilt made the backpack heavier until he came to the realization that spending part of the money to fight Breslau and prevent an invasion of their kingdom was helping the dead�s family and friends. Instantly, the backpack rode easier.
The forest they traveled held few evergreens, but the dense growth of trees with wide leaves made a canopy so thick it was nearly impossible to see the blue sky. Between the trees grew a tangled undergrowth of weeds, shrubs, bushes, vines, and flowers. The mass of growing plants crowded each other and had crept onto what had once been a small road. It had narrowed to a path, and in some places Shell had to look ahead to see where it went because of the overgrowth. In a few more years, it would fade from existence when the plants took better hold.
They traveled in single file, with Shell at the lead. He watched for footprints of people, or other signs anyone else had used the path in recent times, but the only thing he noticed unusual were the tracks the wolf left near soft dirt or mud. He knew the wolf was ranging ahead, as usual. It had flushed rabbits, an owl, squirrels, five deer, and a porcupine it knew to stay away from.
Camilla followed him and asked in a voice it would be hard for Henry to hear, �Do you think I�m right about what we found back there? I�m talking about keeping the money.�
For Shell, the answer was simple. �If you knew, or had any way to find out who the rightful owners are, it would be different. Even if you somehow knew all the names, who was carrying what? How would you divide it?�
Later, when they were taking a break in a patch of rare sunshine in a clearing, Henry said to Shell, �I don�t understand what you meant about my share of the farm�s crops.�
�The family that bought your farm didn�t have enough money for the full price I asked. They paid you what they could, and each year they will send one of them to find you with the worth of a portion of what they grow.� Shell kept it simple, ignoring the percentage or term.
�I�ve been thinking. You are taking me to live with relatives that I don�t know.�
Shell glanced at Camilla before continuing. He didn�t want her entering the conversation when she didn�t have all the facts, but she seemed to understand. �You share the same blood with your relatives.�
�They might not like me, or even know that I�m alive. Their house might be too small, or I might not like them. What if the father beats his children?�
�All valid questions we don�t know how to answer. But I will tell you this to ease your mind. When we get there, you tell me your concerns, and we�ll deal with them.� Shell kept his voice soft and understanding, trying to alleviate the boy�s fears.
�What can you do?� Henry asked.
Shell shrugged. �To begin with, you own enough silver in my purse that you can find a house or small farm to buy, along with a few animals, seed, and a farmhand to show you how to make a life. If meeting your relatives doesn�t work out, we�ll find you a nice place and set you up. Or you can buy a house nearer the city and work on the docks or anywhere else. You�ll have a home and money to buy food.�
Henry scowled. �I know I�m only fourteen, but then tell me this. How can you sell a run-down farm with no animals or crops and buy another with all those things, and still have money left over for a farmhand? Can you tell me how that works?�
Shell exchanged another look with Camilla, who nodded her preapproval of what he was about to say. �Henry, you have helped us, and we appreciate it. So, I will use a little of the money we found at the cabin to supplement buying you a nice farm if that is what we decide. Don�t argue. Your money will pay for most of it, but you are part of this, and we owe you.�
�What I was going to say is that I�d rather go with you than have another farm. I don�t like living on them.�
Shell nodded in understanding. �Listen, if Camilla and I were going on a business trip or visiting our families, you would be more than welcome. What I have not shared with you is a secret.�
�You can�t tell me?�
�I am going to tell you part of it, but I�m searching for the right words,� Shell said.
Camilla placed her hands on her hips and said to Shell, �For the sake of the Old Gods, let me do this. Henry, we�re heading on a mission for our families, a dangerous one. One of both of us may die before the new moon.�
�I still want to go.�
She shook her head. �If you were five years older, maybe. But if we took you along, our families would be so disappointed in us for placing a child in danger, but what we can do is stop where you live on our way back and visit you. Maybe things will change by then.�
Tears fell from wet eyes. �Pudding could protect me.�
Shell said, �The wolf is a fighter. I may need him to protect me, in fact, I probably will.�
Henry said, �Promise to stop and see me. If I�m unhappy, you�ll take me away?�
�We want you to be happy. If you�re not, we�ll need a different plan,� Camilla said. �Now we change the subject. We talk about our story.�
�Story?� Henry asked, obviously confused.
Camilla said, �I think we�ve almost reached the road, so we�re probably close to the nearest village. There are dangerous things to speak of, and you don�t know which is which, so you should speak when spoken to, but say little. Say good morning, if it is said to you, but say nothing about Pudding, or the dead bodies back there.�
�I wouldn�t get you into trouble, I promise,� Henry said.
�We know that. But here�s the thing. We may have to lie or to keep some things unsaid, so none of us is suspected of what happened back there. If the sheriff or constable gets a whiff of a lie, all three of us may spend the winter in a cold, wet cell. If they decide we had anything to do with those murders, three ropes will have nooses with our heads in them.� Camilla�s words were striking him like stinging insects. Henry almost flinched at them.
He said, �I won�t talk to anybody, and I won�t leave your side.�
Shell said, �They might talk to us separately, to make sure we are telling the same story. So, we need to discuss it now, and then if they do that, only answer what questions you must, and do not volunteer anything. Tell them about your beating and that you are getting things mixed up in your head and don�t remember.�
Camilla said, �By the way, the bruises on your face look better, and the swelling has gone down a lot since yesterday.�
�Before that my one eye was swelled almost shut.�
She said, �You�ll probably have bruises for a ten-day, but each day will be better.�
Shell realized it neared noon, and they needed to get to the village, or town, and report the murders quickly or they would be spending at least one additional day. This time, Camilla took the lead and before long they came to the road. She looked left, then right and shrugged over which way to go.
The clop of horse hooves came from the right. Soon a tall horse with an old man leading it came into view. He stumbled to a stop and took a careful look at them before coming closer, but even then, he halted a dozen wary steps away.
Shell said, �Good day, sir. Can we ask which way will take us to the nearest town?�
�Bretton is right behind me a short way.�
He couldn�t help himself. Shell said, �Sir, you seem scared of us.�
The old man didn�t introduce himself, nor did he relax. �Things happen around here. A man must watch out for himself. I suggest you do the same.�
Shell glanced at the bruises on Henry�s face where the man was looking and understood part of the wariness but suspected the unsaid fears with the farmer had more to do with the disappearances of people in the area. He said, �Well then, I thank you for the information. Camilla, Henry, we need to go.�
As they made a wide berth around him, the old man used his horse to shield himself from them getting too close to him. Once they were past, the clop, clop of the horse speeded up. Shell didn�t bother looking over his shoulder at the man and didn�t blame him for his fears. There must be wild stories told about the evil done nearby, the missing travelers and the people hunting for them, and he suspected that the reputation of the area would be sullied for years.
Camilla came up to walk beside him. She said, �I didn�t know how we were going to get past him.�
Henry said, �He had a knife hidden behind his leg.�
�I can�t hold that against him,� Shell said, irritated that he hadn�t noticed the knife.
The road wound around a hill and down a slope. In front of them, far down the road, several plumes of smoke rose, and as the road opened into a valley, the village of Bretton stood before them. Even from the hill and distance, they saw that the village appeared almost deserted, and the buildings dilapidated. At least two buildings had recently burned to the ground, leaving black scars on the ground where they once stood.
But the remaining buildings were little better off. One seemed to lean in one direction, and a second the opposite. The walls were unpainted, or the whitewash worn off since the last time it had been applied. A lonely looking milk cow was staked in one yard, but it was the only animal in sight. Not even a dog wandered out to meet them.
Camilla said, �I don�t like what I see.�
Shell agreed. �Maybe we can just find the person in charge and move on. Tonight.� But even with those words, he reached out and touched the wolf with his mind, finding it already on the far side of the village, waiting. Its mind clear and eager, not the fear and danger Shell expected. But it wanted to move on. It didn�t like Bretton.
They walked closer, and as they passed the first ramshackle building, Shell felt the eyes on them, but when he looked at the nearest house, a curtain of a window was quickly pulled closed. A man stood at the corner of another house, a hatchet in hand, a defensive stance that told Shell that one move in the man�s direction would have him fleeing. The fear was palpable, almost a scent they could smell.
Henry walked at their rear and said, �There are at least twenty houses. Where are the children? And dogs, chickens, and goats?�
They reached the single cross street. Turning right took them west, and Shell said as he turned, �This way. We�re leaving here.�
Neither protested, and they moved faster down the road, walking in a tight bunch in the direction of the waiting wolf, their eyes searching, and their ears hearing none of the familiar sounds they expected. The houses and buildings looked weary, forlorn, and many stood empty, tall grass in front, and weeds taking over.
A man slowly stepped from a doorway ahead, a sword prominently at his hip, his right-hand resting on the pommel. He walked to the center of the dirt street and paused, feet spread apart, facing them. A sad smile found its way to his lips. When they drew nearer, he said, �Leaving so soon?�
Pudding? Shell ventured the single thought. The wolf had moved closer to the village, but remained calm. The wolf relayed no animosity or danger. Shell returned his attention to the man. �Is that your business?�
�It is.�
While Camilla and Henry remained where they were, ready to fight at the first indication, Shell was detecting something else as he walked carefully closer. Yes, the man prevented them from leaving the town, but there were laugh lines around his eyes, and more beside his mouth, the kind that a man earns after years of good humor.
Shell pulled to a stop a few steps away and asked, �Why is it your business?�
�I�m the constable, appointed by the Earl of Princeton, himself. I�m making it my business to know why each person is entering, leaving, or passing through our village.� The words were soft, sincere, and said with iron just below the surface.
An idea entered Shell�s thinking. This man didn�t wish to fight or delay them; he was conducting deadly business, meaning possible deadly to himself, not Shell. But if he had truly been appointed by the Earl, he held the King�s authority. �Constable, I see that your village is about to fall down. Then you will be out of a job.�
�Why are you here? I demand an answer.�
Shell nodded and said, �I will certainly answer, but first I need to know why your village is almost deserted.�
�Most have left in the last few years.�
�Leaving their homes and buildings to fall apart? Would that have anything to do with tales of missing people around here?�
The sword was drawn before Shell could move, the point held near his throat. Shell glanced to where he expected to see Pudding charging to his rescue, but the wolf didn�t move from the bushes he hid behind. The wolf still didn�t think the constable meant to harm him, although the blade didn�t waver. He held his arms out, palms empty. �I think we might be able to help you. My name is Shell, and this is Camilla and Henry.�
�What are you doing here? I won�t ask again.�
�We�re on our way to Fleming from over near Bear Mountain. Henry has lost his parents, and we�re taking him to live with his relatives.�
�By the Six Gods, two more people missing?� The man�s face paled, and he looked ready to faint, not fight.
Realizing the incorrect assumption the man had reached, Shell stepped closer to the blade, �No, I�m sorry, he didn�t lose them around here. There was an accident. In their barn at home.�
The point of the sword wavered.
There seemed no reason to belabor the truth. The constable was obviously aware of the problem and doing what he could to resolve it. Shell said, �But on our way, we found a lot of dead people.�
�You found them? Are any alive?�
Shell shook his head. �We also killed two.�
The sword touched his throat. Camilla snapped, as she stalked forward, �Put that damned sword away and listen to him you fool. Would he be telling you all of this if he was part if it? We�ve had a couple of hard days you are not going to give us another.�
Shell hadn�t turned his head to look at Camilla, but suddenly she was standing a single step in front of the constable, her face red with anger, and fists balled. Shell said, �I�d listen to her if I was you.�
The constable let the tip of the sword fall near the ground, then he half-turned and slipped it into the scabbard before turning back to Shell. �I am sorry, son. Everyone around here is scared, those few of us left. Now, you say you found something?�
Shell felt more eyes on them from the veiled windows. He nodded to the door the constable had come from and said, �Can we do this off the street?�
�Of course.�
On the way, Shell tried to decide how best to explain. Inside was a kitchen and a table with two chairs. Shell reached for Henry and spun him around, then reached deep into his backpack. His probing fingers found a ball of cloth and he pulled it out and then spilled the contents on the tabletop.
�Great Gods, what is that?� the constable hissed, not touching any of the rings, bracelets, chains, or medallions.
Shell pulled the second and third bundle out and dumped them beside the other. �We found all that. We want it returned to the owners.�
The constable sat heavily in one of the chairs. �How in the names of the ancient Gods am I supposed to do that?�
�We think that when word of this gets out, people will contact you and describe a ring, or necklace, or whatever to identify their friend or relative. You can identify some of the dead people with that on your table.�
The constable pulled his eyes away from more wealth than he�d probably ever imagined. He said, �Tell me about them. The ones you killed.�
Shell relayed the story quickly, explaining where they had placed the two murderers in the forest, and the ravine that stank so much they hadn�t gone near. He didn�t mention the wolf, but let the constable think he and Henry had slain the men. Shell didn�t mention the coins he and Camilla carried, either, but for the most part, the rest of the story was short, clear, and true.
The constable said, �You will go with me to this cabin? Take me there?�
�No,� Shell said. �We have important business, but Camilla has drawn pictures of the two men, and she can draw you a map that will take you there.� He pulled the oilskin from his backpack, careful not to let the coins inside jingle, and handed him the two folded images of the dead men. He wouldn�t want to have to explain the coins when he didn�t fully understand if taking them was right.
The constable reacted to the second drawing by saying, �I�ve seen this man. He�s been here many times.�
�We figured they had to buy supplies somewhere,� Shell said.
�I want you to stay for a few days, at least,� the constable said, firmly. �I must get this straightened out, and there will be more questions.�
Index finger poised to jab into his left eye, Camilla snarled, �I�ll draw you a map, but think for a minute to what almost happened to me and how I feel about this evil place. If you want me to stay here, even one more night, you had better get hold of the Earl, and tell him to bring the King�s Army.�
�I am the constable.�
Camilla sprang closer. �And I am one of three who made a choice to come here and report this terrible crime, draw you a picture of the two men, offer a map. We took justice into our hands to solve your problem, and then we handed over all that to your table. We have done our part and more. Maybe we should have just walked down the road, and you would never know what happened back there, so don�t you dare threaten me.�
Shell stepped between them. �Camilla, calm down. I know it was emotional, but I�ll keep my promise and get you safely to Fleming.� He turned to the constable. �I hope you understand, sir. If you need more information from us, but I doubt you will after you investigate, ask at Fleming for the home of Henry.�
Camilla said, �I�ll need a quill and ink. And a sheet of paper or I�ll draw your map on the back of that paper with the faces that I never want to see again.�
The constable hesitated.
Camilla said, �I will be well away from here by dark. You don�t have much time unless you want to try to find the cabin on your own, but you haven�t been too successful with that so far, have you?�
The constable rushed into another room and returned with the paper, quill, and ink. Camilla sat in the other chair and drew a detailed map, describing each landmark. But once the constable found the remains of the old, overgrown road, he couldn�t help but arrive at the cabin.
The sketch completed, Camilla stood, looked at Shell and said, �Henry and I will be waiting outside. We�ll be at the edge of town. Make this quick with the constable, or catch up with us later.�
She spun, shoved a bewildered Henry out the door and left the other two looking at each other. The constable said, �Your wife?�

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Shell said, �My wife? No, I came west to find Camilla because I wanted a wife, but no, she is not.�
The constable looked as if he wanted to give Shell some friendly advice, but held his tongue on the matter. He said, �We got off on the wrong foot. This used to be a good village, a good place to live and raise a family. Because of the three of you, it will be again. I�ll spread good words about you, and if it takes you twenty years to return, I�m sure people around here will welcome you back.�
Shell shook his hand. �I hope you get all this straightened out.�
�What do I do with the jewelry when we cannot locate the owners?�
�That�s a problem we talked about, too. But it is now your problem to do the right thing. Maybe use the money you sell them for to create a fund to help people in this village that fell on hard times because of this? Or public works like a new water well or a town hall? Some whitewash for the buildings wouldn�t hurt, either.�
The constable said, �You go on; take care of your business, before that woman gets angry at you. If you ever need help, I�ll be here. And a word of advice, if you�ll have it. Don�t make that little woman angry again.�
Shell stepped into the late afternoon, half afraid Camilla and Henry would already be out of sight, but they were standing on the road, waiting. He rushed to catch up, wearing a smile that grew with each step.
Henry said, �I thought we were going to have to stay here.�
Camilla flashed an impish smile and said, �We have hills to climb and roads to travel.�
A laugh escaped Shell. �I never thought to ask for directions to Fleming.�
She shrugged, �If we reach the Endless Sea we went too far. Someone up ahead will point the way, but I want to sleep as far from this terrible place as I can tonight.�
They walked, none of the three looking back. Henry said, �Can we talk again about me coming with you two?�
�No,� they said in unison.
Shell walked on, enjoying the sounds and smells of the forest, much of which was unfamiliar. After a while, he said, �Henry, I will say this to you. None of us knows your family, and if they do not seem to be the sort you wish to live with, we�ll find you another place, like we�ve said. But neither of us is willing to put you in danger or a bad situation. There are good people who would love to take you in.�
�You�re my only friends,� he said, head hanging low.
They met a boy on foot carrying a sling and two dead rabbits. He told them a small town called Jalen, lay ahead. When Camilla asked how small, the boy said it was large enough to have an inn that served good food because he�d eaten there once with his family. The idea of sleeping inside appealed to all of them, good food even more so.
Henry said, �The inn will want money, won�t it.�
Again, Camilla and Shell traded smiles before she said, �We can afford to pay for one night.�
The town of Jalen came into view well before dark, and the inn was easy to find on the single road that passed through town. Shell had expected a larger community, but didn�t complain as they rented two rooms while smelling the stew in the kitchen simmer.
A girl about Henry�s age served them bowls of thick stew and fresh bread. The watered wine was weak with a sour aftertaste, but nobody complained. After eating their fill, they sat and enjoyed the warmth of the fireplace and the soft songs of a minstrel sitting in the corner singing familiar songs while people ate and talked.
Camilla and Shell listened to the conversations of the locals. They talked about the abundance of crops, a prize bull, and the advantages of a house with two stories. Others spoke about hauling firewood and selling it for a fee. Another table laughed at a story of a man who drank too much ale and entered the wrong house, where he slept until found in the morning, then went home to face his angry wife who wanted to know where he�d been.
A man at the next table advised another to travel around the next village because strange things happened there. Shell knew the advice would have been good a few days ago and thought about mentioning the problem no longer existed. But if he did, the man would want to know how Shell knew, and then he would ask a hundred more questions. Better to allow the story to spread after they were gone.
Camilla asked the innkeeper for and received directions to Fleming, which was only a day�s walk away. Henry seemed disappointed at the nearness but said nothing. They went to their rooms early and slept until morning, the cares and troubles of the past seemingly gone forever. Henry�s bruises were still fading, his swelling gone completely, and twice while they dressed in anticipation of the breakfast they smelled drifting into the room, he smiled.
The wolf waited for them near the road, and as Shell wished it a good morning, he felt the touch of the dragon. Or a dragon, since he didn�t know for sure it was the small red, though it probably was. Breakfast consisted of thick gruel made from grains and topped with fresh raspberries. There were also warm biscuits, and thin slices of ham placed between biscuit halves, and milk fresh from the cow at the rear door of the inn.
Camilla joined them at the table, carrying her backpack. As she placed it on the floor beside her, she leaned over and whispered to Shell, as she placed a hand on the small of her back. �Feel it?�
She was talking about the dragon, of course. He nodded. He still hadn�t had the time to tell her about the red one, but would soon, especially if they found a home for Henry. He also needed to ask her opinion about the Breslau Green dragons that attacked any of the Dragon Clan animals. Should he try to send the red away? Could he? He didn�t know, but decided that Fleming might make a choice for him. He wouldn�t allow it to remain if he sensed danger.
As they left the inn, the rolling lay of the land found more farms until there were more of them than forest. Wagons, mules, and pedestrians traveled the road in both directions, all intent on their own business, but almost all wished them well as they passed by.
Henry said, �I like this place.�
�It is pretty,� Camilla said.
�Everywhere is pretty,� Henry said as if he�d traveled far and wide. �I like it because the people are friendly and smiling. It feels good.�
Both laughed at his explanation, but that didn�t make it any less correct. It did feel good. The people did smile. In the grasslands, Shell�s people were friendly to travelers only after they proved they were not a danger. Here it was different.
They reached a wagon hauling a load of corn going in their direction. As they started to slip past, the farmer on the seat lifted his hat in greeting. �You may as well ride on the tailgate unless you want the exercise, or you need to get to Fleming faster than my old mule will get you there.�
�Thank you, sir,� Camilla called, slowing until the wagon rumbled past, then she leaped onto the tailgate, twisting her body as she did, and landing in a sitting position in the middle. She patted each side, telling Shell and Henry where to sit.
Their legs swung in unison with the lurches and sways of the wagon. The sun grew warm and the conversation light. Their laughter drew smiles from other travelers, and a few grins from the driver. Camilla had a surprise. She had paid the cook at the inn for a lunch fit for a king, and the wagon stopped at a stream while the mule rested and got a drink. Camilla pulled the food from her backpack and insisted the driver join them.
In all, it was turning out to be a day to remember for nothing other than good things. However, when they climbed back into the wagon, Henry looked off into the distance to the west. �What�s that?�
They all turned. A gray smudge along the horizon drew their attention. The driver clucked his mule ahead as he called, �Fleming.�
�What�s wrong with the sky?� Henry persisted.
Camilla said, �I think that�s smoke from a hundred chimneys, maybe more. Probably more, now that I think about it.�
Henry�s face twisted in disbelief. �How many people live there?�
�I don�t know,� Camilla said in a hushed tone that drew his attention, �A lot. Maybe thousands.�
Henry turned to Shell. �How many live in my valley?�
�Maybe two hundred? Spread over the whole valley floor.�
Camilla said, �It�s daunting. I have never seen a place where so many people live that the sky turns color. It�s a little scary.�
The driver had been listening. He said, �Nothin� to be scared of. They�re just people. A lot of them.�
Shell decided that looking from the wagon tailgate, to where they had been, was the best idea, at least until his mind could reconcile what lay ahead. His heart pounded, and his hands developed a small shake, a quiver of nervousness he�d never experienced.
He tried to calm it, telling himself he�d come all this way for what lay ahead, but his inner mind responded that most of his thinking had been fantasy, and thoughts more suited to a ten-year-old, not an adult in his mid-twenties. Shell argued with himself that they were not fantasies, but admitted they were not reality, either.
Whatever his inner thoughts, the destination goal for the quest he�d set for himself lay within sight. Well, that was not totally true. The actual beginning of his quest lay in Fleming, not in departing the grasslands and traveling to the city. Breslau lay across a sea so vast they referred to it as endless.
Camilla said, leaning closer to him and nudged him with her elbow, �Well, that is certainly an encouraging expression.�
His witty response shrank to a single, �Huh?�
Even Henry laughed.
Camilla said, �I�m a little scared, too. No, make that more than a little, but I hope it does not show on my face as it does on yours.�
Henry said, �If you two think you�re scared, you should trade places with me.�
The wagon passed more farms and Shell had a thought that brought him up short. �Henry, didn�t you say that your relatives live near Fleming? Not in Fleming?�
�Yes.�
�A thought just struck me. West of Fleming is the Endless Sea, so they don�t live there. South are mountains so they probably don�t live down there, and north is barren coastline, from what little I know,� Shell said.
The driver turned, obviously listening. �That sounds about right.�
�Thanks,� he nodded to the driver. �Then that means, most of the people who live near Fleming, on farms, are the ones we�re passing. Henry thinks they might be fishermen, but we should check both.�
They exchanged surprised expressions, and Henry spun to look all around. �We need to ask here.�
The wagon slowed and pulled to a stop without anyone asking. The driver was smiling and wished them good luck with a jaunty wave of his hand. Shell hadn�t missed Camilla slipping a mid-size copper fluke between the old wood and a band of iron on the wagon bed, where the farmer would be sure to spot it when he unloaded his crops.
He wouldn�t have accepted payment if offered, so Camilla had made sure of a reward for his kindness. As the wagon rolled away, she said, �Okay, we need to discuss this. Do you know their names?�
�No.�
�What is your family name?�
�Duggar,� Henry said.
�Father and mother�s names?� Camilla sounded like a sergeant in the King�s Army questioning petty thieves.
�Press and Amy.�
�Good, we�re getting somewhere. What is the name of the nearest town or village to your old home?�
Henry faltered. He clearly didn�t know.
Camilla said, �That�s fine. We can just say it is two days travel east of here.�
The enormity of what they were going to try to do, struck Shell. �Maybe we should have stayed on the wagon until we reached an inn. Then we could return each day to speak to farmers. Do you see how many farms are here? It will take a month.�
Camilla said, �You may be right, but how about this? We�ll split up, and you take one side of the road, and I�ll take the other. We make it brief with each farm, but half past noon we walk to the nearest inn and start again tomorrow.�
�That might work, but there are so many to speak with.� Shell estimated it would take most of the afternoon to reach Fleming.
But Camilla was shaking her head. �We don�t have to find them; we just have to find people who know of them. The very first farm where we stop might know the Duggar farm; they often know others, you know.�
They decided Henry could help, and he�d switch sides of the road, working with which one was falling behind. Shell saw no alternative and reluctantly headed to the first farm on the left side of the road while the other two went across the road to the nearest farms. He hadn�t understood how difficult it would be to find Henry�s relatives among the thousands of people in Fleming.
At each farm, the patter of his request became more practiced. �Good day. I�m helping a friend locate his family. They are related to Press and Amy Duggar, farmers who live about two day�s walk east.�
At that point, he�d pause. They would shake their heads, often try to engage him in conversation, or make suggestions of how to locate the family. Shell listened, then quickly moved on to the next farm, his enthusiasm sinking with each farm. He saw Camilla and Henry far ahead, but maintained his steady pace.
At the tenth or eleventh farm, the woman of the house smiled at his question. �I think you�re looking for Edsel Duggar. They live about five farms down the road, closer to Fleming,� she pointed. �It�s the one with two barns.�
Elated, Shell raced out to the road and ran. He passed Camilla, who was speaking to a man in a field, and waved for her to join him. They found Henry waiting on the road, sitting on a stump. He leaped to his feet when he saw them running.
�We may have found them,� Shell shouted. �The farm with two barns.�
The three of them ran down the road to the lane leading to the house passed the barns, laughing, joking, and teasing. But when they reached the lane, none took the first step. Shell understood that if this was Henry�s relatives and things worked out well, Henry would stay here. Camilla seemed to have come to the same conclusion.
Henry simply looked scared. The people in the house might be related to him and his parents. They might not. If they were, he would have to inform them of their deaths. They might already have too many mouths to feed, or they might not like him. A hundred thoughts ran through Shell�s mind. But he didn�t feel right in leading the way up the lane. That should be Henry.
Camilla took a single step closer to Shell and waited as if she felt the same. Henry drew a long breath to calm himself and walked ahead, shoulders square. He had almost reached the house when the door opened, and a man stepped onto the porch, watching them. Dressed in typical farmer�s clothing, he wore a beard that concealed his lips and any smile he might wear.
When they were closer, the man said, �Help you?�
When Henry�s tongue failed to form intelligible words, Camilla said, �Is this the Duggar farm?�
�Nope.� His eyebrows furrowed, but he waited for more.
�My name is Henry Duggar. My family lived about two days from here.�
Pride welled in Shell at the strong voice and words. The farmer nodded for Henry to continue speaking.
�My mother often talked about her relatives near here. Her name was Amy. Amy Duggar.�
The farmer hesitated, then turned and called inside, �Susan, you�d better come out here.�
A woman appeared at his side, wearing a gray dress with little white lace trimmings. She had a dishcloth tossed over her shoulder, and her hair was tied into a tight bun. A smile broke out on her. �Hello, what do you folks want?�
�I�m Henry Duggar from east of here.�
�Amy�s boy? My sister�s son?�
�Yes.�
Before any more words could be exchanged, all of them were hustled into the house among smiles and calls for others to join them. Soon there were six other people crowded into the small room, all laughing and asking questions. As they were answered, two more crowded inside and had to catch up.
Finally, Shell raised his arms to gain their attention. �Let me tell you the short story, and Henry can fill in the details later, or we�ll still be here for breakfast.�
Henry�s mother�s sister shouted, �You will, anyhow. You don�t think we�re going to let you out of here, do you?�
While the laughter still rang in the room, Henry cut it off by telling what he knew in short, simple words, telling of the accident that killed Henry�s parents without details. As a hush fell over the group, punctuated with a few sniffles and tears, Henry told the story, right up to Camilla�s kidnapping and the village where they notified the constable.
Some of the parts were skipped or made light of because of the wolf that roamed the perimeter of the farm searching for a tasty rabbit, but Shell waited until the end before adding. �I can add details later. I�m sorry to have to tell you about his Ma and Pa.�
The farmer recovered first. �Sounds like you took care of them for now, but if I ever get up that way I might want to pay a visit to those people that beat you. You�ll carry a few scars for the rest of your life, but you have nothing to be ashamed of, boy.�
Amy nodded her agreement, looked at her husband who nodded back and said, �This is a big farm, and there is so much work to do around her we were thinking of hiring a hand. Would you please consider staying here with us and helping us out?�

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Shell found time to be alone with Susan long enough to thank her for telling the small lie about needing help on the farm, and knowing from the offer that she was a good woman, he slipped her the silver coins from selling Henry�s farm, along with two small gold coins from the bowl at the cabin. Henry had earned the extra. Now he had enough to buy a large farm and have silver left over for animals, tools, and even enough to weather a poor crop or two.
He also told her of the portion of the crops Henry would receive, and that Henry didn�t understand what sharecropping meant. She assured him she would see to it that when he was older, the profits would be waiting. He was family, after all, her nephew.
Just after daylight, Camilla and Shell walked back down the lane they had been so scared to walk on the day before. Camilla said, �Where�s your wolf?�
Shell flicked his index finger ahead and to one side.
�I want to meet her. I mean, she saved my life. I saw her for an instant but thought she would tear me apart next, so that does not count. At the cabin, my mind was lost, so I really didn�t see her there, and I owe her my thanks. Will she come if you call him?�
�If she wants to.�
�Can you make her?�
�Why would I do that?�
Camilla smiled. �Up ahead, when we cross a stream, and we�re hidden from road people by willows, ask her to come to us, please. I want to thank Pudding properly.�
�Pudding is a stupid name for a wolf. I just waited until we found a home for Henry so I could choose a different one.�
�And now that Henry is tucked safely away with his family you think you are going to change Pudding�s name? Think again, Shell. Just when I start to like you, you say something stupid.�
�You like me?�
�As opposed to despising you for following me and trying to change the wolf�s name behind Henry�s back. I should have said, I am learning to tolerate you because now you�re going to confuse like with love, and it isn�t anything like that.�
Shell just smiled like an idiot, his grin stretching across his face until it hurt. Her protest was too loud and too long for it to be true. He lifted his gaze to the road ahead, and beyond. The roofs of the first buildings of Fleming were in sight when they found a wide, shallow stream with a path along one side.
When they were concealed by willows, cottonwoods, and cattails, Shell prepared to ask Pudding to come to him. He felt her resting slightly ahead of them. She stood, but when she stepped out of the undergrowth a few steps away, Camilla drew back.
The sight of a predator so close, with its head almost reaching to her chin, and weighing close to twice what Camilla did, must have startled her. She recovered quickly, holding out her hand in greeting. Pudding stepped closer and rubbed her chest on the side of Camilla�s leg, then sat and allowed Camilla to talk to her while stroking the wolf�s neck.
A butterfly flitted past, and Pudding snapped at it from reflex, drawing laughter from the two people. The butterfly continued flying on, but Pudding kept her amber eyes on it.
�She�s beautiful,� Camilla said.
�If you like your beauty tall, lanky, and dangerous.� The wolf was receiving more affection than she ever had, and Shell felt a tinge of jealousy. He also felt the twitch on his back that told of the dragon flying nearer.
Camilla paused with her playfulness with the wolf and looked up.
Shell said, �There�s more I need to tell you.�
�You mentioned you wanted to speak alone. Go ahead.�
�At Henry�s farm, there were five of them waiting for me, all with shovels and ax handles. I was so angry at what they did to Henry, I sort of lost my head and went after them all.�
�And your staff, I suppose, which evened things out considerably.�
�Nope. It was in the house, forgotten. I went with my fists,� Shell said, hanging his head in shame.
�Well, that was stupid, but I understand. Did Pudding save you?�
�No, a dragon had landed beside me a few days before, just as we arrived at your village. A small dragon. A Red. It stood no taller than me, but otherwise, it was the same as full sized dragons. At Henry�s home, it flew from nowhere like in the old Dragon Clan stories, and attacked the Smithson men, knocking them to the ground and tearing into them.�
�Don�t stop just when the story is getting good,� Camilla said when he paused at the memory.
�Well, it saved me, then flew over their farmhouse and started spitting acid. Some of it hit the stove I guess because there was smoke coming out the chimney. The house burst into flames.�
�Where was Pudding?�
�Killing all of their stock. He was very upset that they hurt Henry.�
�Whew, that�s a story. Those people deserved to have their stock killed and house burned if you ask me. The red dragon was small? I�ve never heard of one like that.� Camilla continued, asking reasonable-sounding questions that put Shell on edge.
His voice grew sharper. �It looked and acted like an adult in all ways but how small it was.�
�But the two of you didn�t bond? You chose a wolf instead?�
Shell hesitated. Her choice of words was offensive, even if the tone was not. She still sat and stroked the coarse fur of the wolf�s back and down her side, now and then pausing to remove a sticker or bit of tangle in the fur. He decided that if she had a hairbrush with her, she would brush her coat, and Pudding certainly seemed to be enjoying the attention. With a shock, he realized he hadn�t hardly touched the wolf as she and Henry had.
He said carefully, �I don�t know what happened in either case. There is a sort of bond with the wolf. I can tell where it is at all times, and we can exchange simple messages. Impressions might be a better word. But I cannot see through its eyes or hear what it hears, not the way bonding with dragons has been explained to me.�
Camilla rubbed the wolf under its chin, her hand idly searching for more tangles. �Then tell me about bonding with your dragon.�
�It�s not my dragon.� She seemed intent on wording conversation in ways to irritate him. �I�m not sure what happened, but of all the things I�ve heard about bonding with dragons, the only one that seems to hold true is that I can sense it nearly all the time, the same as you. But it follows me.�
�That�s not bonding because you�re right. I sense it, too. Dragons have been known to seek out others of the Dragon Clan and follow them for days or weeks, especially in times of danger. It�s happened recently to Fleet, and others. But it is not true bonding.� Camilla gave the wolf a final pat and stood.
Shell asked, �So, what do you think?�
�I think we should start for Fleming. We have things to do.�
She�s avoiding answering me. �We can still talk while we�re on the road.�
When she didn�t respond, he stood and started back to the road, head down, thinking. The Red dragon remained in contact, if barely, the wolf was ranging out to his left moving twice as fast and would soon be far ahead of them. Camilla walked almost silently behind. He missed Henry and his innocent talk and endless questions. And as he reached the road and turned west, the city of Fleming and the promise of what might happen stood ahead under a pall of dark smoke.
Camilla caught up and walked beside him. She remained silent for a long time, then said, �We should discuss a plan. I had one when I was going there alone, but you should tell me what you think.�
I should be honest. �I�m scared, is what I think. The grasslands are a different world, and the stories we heard about fighting against an invasion by Breslau were. . . romantic and exciting. I wanted to be part of it, but since leaving home, I�ve learned how little I know.�
Camilla said, �I know the feeling. Everyone I meet thinks I�m an expert on Breslau, but all I did was escape the King�s men to live with the Bear Mountain Clan. But, if the family messengers are right, there are a lot of us trying to stop Breslau, and we�d better succeed because there is nowhere else for us. It�s win or else.�
Shell took hold of her arm and made her stop. �Listen, there is one other part of my story I have not told you yet.�
�Yet? Like you were going to? Or not?� She yanked her arm away.
�It wasn�t relevant until now. Actually, I told you part of it at the cabin but got sidetracked. I was going to tell you all of it. Remember, Myron kept my friend because he had important information?�
�Shut up and tell me.�
Despite her impossible demand, he thought of how to begin. In other circumstances, Shell would have laughed at her statement, but kept his voice earnest and conversational. �Remember, I met another traveler on the way here? His name is Quester, at least now it is. We traveled together a few days and found out we were both Dragon Clan, but he�s from a family that lives near the mountain on the other side of the grasslands.�
�There are no mountains beyond the grasslands, and no Dragon Clan lives there.�
�I thought so too, but we�re both wrong. They do. And beyond those Blue Mountains are more grasslands and then another sea, with at least five kingdoms and thousands of Dragon Clan. Quester said there are several Families spread out, just like here in Princeton.�
�How do you know he is Dragon Clan?�
�I saw his back.�
�I accept that part of his tale. What�s difficult to believe are more mountains and even another sea to the far East. We know nothing about this concept and I personally, have a hard time with it. If this is true, it may help our families. Also, I can think of no reason for him to tell such a lie.�
Shell said, �The world does not end at the grasslands. There must be more if you go far enough. It only makes sense.�
�I�m not saying it�s untrue. Just that it�s hard to believe.�
�Myron hesitated too, then he believed. He�s already spreading the word there might be an alternative for the Dragon Clan if Breslau invades and wins our lands.�
�It�s unbelievable,� she said. �But gives me hope.�
�I�ve thought about it. If you cross the grasslands what do you reach? The end of the world? A cliff you fall off if you go too far? I mean, there must be something.�
Camilla pursed her lips and remained silent as she turned and started walking down the road again. Shell meekly followed, giving the wolf stern instructions to stay out of sight of the travelers on the road. He received a snort of derision mixed with humor as if to say, �of course I will, silly'.
�I�ve never heard of these people to the east,� she said. �Where is your friend now?�
�Myron kept him to pick his brain before he sent messengers to all the Families with the information. He will follow us when Myron lets him.�
�In case Breslau is successful with their invasion. It makes sense and gives us a backdoor. Well done, Shell.�
�I didn�t do anything.�
�Nothing but give the Dragon Clan a chance to survive and perhaps join with others of our kind. Do they have dragons there?�
�They do. Quester knew what bonding is, too.�
�Okay, more about that later. We�re getting close to Fleming and still don�t have a plan,� Camilla pointed out.
Shell looked ahead and found at least five or six groups of people on the road walking in the same direction, most arriving on the road from smaller side roads or farms. They carried goods to town, in bundles slung over their shoulders, in pushcarts, and even a small wagon pulled by two young men. Beyond them, the first of the buildings drew his attention. One stood taller as if it was a second house built on top of another.
The farms along the sides of the road seemed smaller and shabbier. The crops were thin, the animals thinner, and the road harder to walk upon with the ruts and potholes. What had been a fairly smooth surface was chewed up with the passing of hooves, wheels, and feet. A misstep would send him sprawling or injure a leg. He watched the ground instead of Fleming, but each time he looked up it was closer.
Shell said, �I�ve placed a few small silver coins where I can reach them, and some copper ones, too. I think we should find an inn, keep our mouths shut, and explore a few days, saying almost nothing to anyone. How�s that for a plan?�
�But, when we are asked?�
�You are my sister. Our father sent us to . . .�
Camilla laughed. �See, you need a story because you�re not very quick while thinking on your feet.�
Shell hurriedly continued, �To meet our uncle, who is supposed to arrive by ship from down south near Racine. He was buying seed, and we will help him get it home.�
�Where�s home?�
�Northwood Kingdom, near Castle Warrington?� He flashed a self-satisfied smile at having an answer ready.
She flashed one in return, then said in a little-girl voice, �But Warrington has a seaport. Why does our uncle wish to unload here when he can do it in Warrington much closer to his home?�
�Uh, I don�t know.�
�Exactly. We live inland, Northwood, but nearer the Raging Mountains. It�s closer to reach by road from here, and the road is easier to travel. We will need a small wagon and perhaps two mules, as well as supplies for three people for twenty days to get the amount of grain our father wants to plant. For the last two growing seasons, we have lost nearly half our crop to rust, and the new grain is resistant to rust.�
Shell looked at her in a new light. She was quick to think on her feet and an excellent liar. Maybe she should do the talking, and I become the dullard brother?
Camilla continued as if spinning a fairy tale. �I�m sure you are good at something, and we should take advantage of it, but talking is not one of them. Would you consider letting me do the talking?�
�I was going to suggest something like that,� he said.
�Oh, I�m sure you were,� she winked, teasing him and not believing a word of what he said.
Shell ignored the heat rising up his neck. �Really!�
�Um, and what else were you going to suggest?�

CHAPTER TWENTY

Shell still hadn�t answered her with more of the cover story when they passed more two-story buildings and spotted one three stories high. Instead of a traveler on the road here and there, they now walked with others only steps ahead, and more behind. A blacksmith pounded metal on an anvil, the sharp sounds setting a pace for the feet of the people. When the hammer rang, feet touched the ground at the same time, some with the left foot, others with the right, but it made an interesting sight.
The city spread out over a long hillside, all the way to the Endless Sea. Ships were at anchor in deeper water, and others tied up to piers. Even at a distance, they were from the waterfront, they could see cargo being shifted, moved, loaded, unloaded, or being stored under roofs to protect the contents from the wet.
The air felt wet as if a fog had just lifted, which it may have. The bricks that made up the road and most of the buildings appeared damp. People had their collars raised to protect their ears from a chilly wind off the water.
A man lounging beside a doorway offered the best ale in the city for the cheapest price, but one look at him convinced Shell he didn�t want to drink there, even if he did drink ale and it was free. The knife worn at the man�s waist was too prominent, the rings on his fingers too flashy, and the smile too contrived.
A few doors down a woman promised to introduce him to another twice as pretty as Camilla, and more willing to be friendly. Another doorway held a man whispering that inside were honest gambling games of every sort, and the owner was very drunk. Everyone inside was winning, and Shell could walk away with a small fortune. It was information for only a few, but somehow Shell had become included.
Camilla was more upset by each offer, and offended, if not insulted by most. Shell found himself enjoying their friendly chatter, and often as not, he exchanged a few words with the barkers, then begging off, usually pleading the lack of coin.
They turned off that street in favor of a wider one, with more respectable people walking and less lounging in doorways. The people were better dressed, or wearing work clothes, hurried about their duties. It paralleled the waterfront and provided glimpses of the ships between buildings.
A woman in a long gray skirt of a color that matched her long brown hair swept a porch with vigor, and above her hung a small sign that offered rooms for rent.
Camilla stepped closer and said, �Excuse me, do you work here?�
The woman smiled and paused her sweeping. �I work here harder than any other because I�m the owner, and the only employee,� she laughed at her joke. �If you�re looking for an inn, there are three right down the street; you�ll see them soon.�
�But you do rent rooms?�
�I do. By the day, or ten-day, which is less. But I only rent rooms. The inns provide good food for a fair price, so I see no sense in cooking for strangers.�
�Two rooms. Do you have them, how much, and are they in the rear where we can watch the ships?� Camilla said.
�A full copper scat a night for each room, and I don�t care if you double up in one to save money, but I insist on quiet, and yes I have a room in the back. Two, in fact.�
�We won�t be doubling up, but will take two rooms, if you please. We�re not sure how long we�ll be here, but probably at least three days.�
�In advance.� The woman held out her hand.
Camilla looked at Shell as if waiting for him to pay. He didn�t know what a copper scat was, or any other names for the coins he had in his purse beside calling them copper, silver, or gold. He pulled a small silver coin and passed it to her, ready to pull another to join it, if needed.
The woman shook her head and almost took a small step back as if afraid of the coin. �I can�t make change for that!�
Shell cast caution to the wind and opened his hand, displaying five coins and acted as if he was selecting one of them. The woman snatched one of the smaller copper coins and held it up. �This pays for two rooms. Five days. If you leave earlier, I�ll refund you two scats a day. Fair?�
�Fair,� Shell said.
The woman opened the door and escorted them inside. Shell and Camilla exchanged grins. Inside was a seating area, clean and cozy, with a fireplace. Directly ahead of the front door were stairs. Standing aside, the woman pointed to them. �Four doors at the top of the landing. The two in the back are yours. Come and go as you please, but I lock the door after dark, so knock, and I�ll let you in. The outhouse is behind, fresh water in the pitchers for drinking or washing.�
It struck Shell that she hadn�t given her name, had probably repeated the same spiel about the rooms hundreds of times, and didn�t bother listening to her words. When she reached the bottom of the stairs, the same exact words probably fell from her lips like magic. He wondered if she ever walked inside and said them by accident.
Camilla thanked her and climbed the narrow staircase. A square landing with a thin carpet over the plank floor gave them a place to stand beside each other and look around. The four doors were closed. Camilla stepped forward and knocked softly on one at the rear. When nobody from inside objected, she opened the door.
Shell followed her inside. A small window provided a limited view of the port, ships, and activity. A raised bed, the first Shell had ever seen, stood against one wall, a set of drawers beside it, and pegs on the wall for hanging coats or whatever.
Camilla said, �Nice. Clean. I like it. Why don�t you check out your room and give me a few minutes to myself, and then we�ll explore?�
The second room was much as the first, but slightly larger, with a bigger bed that had more lace and frills. There were twice the drawers, and while Shell needed only one, or two at the most, he grinned that he had managed to get the better room. It also smelled of flowers, and he suspected at least one woman had rented it before him.
His window was the same small size, lace curtains hung to shield the room against the setting sun, and heavier ones were there for sleeping in the daytime. He threw the window open and let the breeze off the water flow inside carrying more strange scents, odors, and smells, along with the myriad of noises, most of them unfamiliar. The chants of sailors, the curses of landlubbers, and orders shouted by anyone in charge of another jarred him. Horses hooves clomped on pavestones, wagon wheels squeaked, venders shouted about the quality and prices of what they sold.
Another street lay below on the slope, nearer the ships. The seaward side held docks, piers, and sheltered warehouses. Nearly every dock held a ship. Men swarmed, loading or unloading, sometimes both, as if the very life of the ship depended on getting it ready to sail again.
Camilla knocked softly on his door. He let her inside, determined not to mention the differences in the rooms. She glanced around and said, �A chair or two would be nice.�
�Use the bed.�
Shell went to the door, peeked outside to make sure they were alone, closed it. He went to where he�d dropped his backpack and sat on the floor, back to the wall, knees pulled to his chin. �Okay, we�ve arrived. What now?�
She smirked, but kept her voice soft, �Are you asking how you and I are going to defeat the enemy?�
He laughed. She had a way of deflecting his conversations, but this time he wouldn�t have it. �No, but we need a few simple plans from the start. First, we have a lot of money. Remember how the woman downstairs reacted to a small silver coin? From her reaction, I think we have more money than a hundred people hold in their lifetimes, maybe more.�
�So?�
�So, carrying it with us is stupid. A robber will take it from us. Where can we put it, so it is safe?�
Camilla said, �You�re right, of course. We should set up a sacrifice stash.� When Shell didn�t answer, she continued, �We each hide a small amount of money in our room, some coppers and a small silver, more than what a thief thinks we�d have, and we put it where it will be found. A thief will grab it and escape, thinking there is no more to steal.�
�I like that. We hide the rest in a better location.�
�More than one location. Just in case. Always put valuables in more than one place.�
Shell nodded with appreciation at her suggestions. She obviously knew more about being sneaky than he did. �How do we choose locations?�
�You put the bait, the sacrifice, in your top drawer, under your things, as if you were trying to hide it. Wrap it in a shirt or something. The rest of your stash will be better hidden beneath a floorboard, or a hole in the wall or whatever. Most thieves will be looking to get away as soon as they find the smaller stash.�
�That�s clever.�
�We also separate the gold coins and hide them even better, for instance, we toss a few on the ground outside the outhouse and kick dirt over them. Who is going to dig there?�
Shell wrapped his arms around his shins and pulled his knees high enough to rest his chin on them. �What are we going to do then?�
�It�s what we�re not going to do. We won�t mention the name of certain other places, the families we belong to, or anything else to do with our reason for being here. We are just killing time while waiting for Uncle Jack�s ship to arrive from Racine. We will eat at the inns, and listen to what people talk about. We�ll watch the ships unload, and act just like any other brother and sister. Uncle Jack has arranged for the wagon and mules, and we are here to help him drive the seeds home. Simple.�
�What are we trying to find out?�
�Anything that relates to the invasion or how we might sail across the sea. We may have to travel all the way down to Racine, where the others left to board a ship, but the first days are just to gather information.�
Shell closed his eyes and thought for a few seconds. �What you�re really saying is that you have no more of an idea of what to do than me.�
She flashed the brilliant smile that distracted him every time. �Exactly. Why don�t we go find somewhere to eat after we hide your money?�
�Mine?� he asked, confused as to why she called it his.
�Yes, silly. Mine is already split into three parts, and two are well hidden.�
Together, they removed the coins from his backpack and made piles. One, mostly smaller copper and two small silver, were placed in his purse, with the silvers inserted into slits in his waistband. His backpack was emptied, with a single silver and six coppers of different sizes hidden in a wrapped shirt underneath the others, and at the back of his drawer with the other contents of his pack. All his belonging were placed in two drawers, the very first place a thief would search. The coins might fool burglars or thieves into believing they had found all he owned.
The rest were in two piles, one hidden behind a board they pried from the wall, and the second above the widow, where a small opening they made and covered with the curtain. They went down the stairs and outside where people milled or strolled, a social engagement for many, and more than one young girl swayed down the road attracting the attention of boys their age, and of Shell.
�See anything you like?� Camilla snarled when she noticed where his eyes tracked.
�Well, now that you ask, I do.� He didn�t move fast enough for her elbow to miss jabbing his middle. He had decided before she got snarky again, he�d move out of range.
She said, �There is a road ahead that takes us to the waterfront. Let�s go down there.�
Shell pointed to a sign over the door of an inn. �Eat first.�
They headed for the inn, went inside to find a large area filled with benches, tables, and chairs, all haphazardly placed in groupings by the last patrons. The ceiling was low, the timbers black, but the walls freshly whitewashed and the floor clean. A dozen people sat, some eating, others with only mugs in front of them. All eyes turned to the newcomers.
The attention made Shell nervous as if he�d done something wrong and all in the room knew it. He hesitated and Camilla gave him a gentle shove. She said, �That table looks good.�
There were others free that were closer to the door, but she chose one situated between an occupied table and a bench where two men sat at a long wooden table. The conversation began to buzz in the room again as a woman wearing an apron from chin to floor appeared at their side.
She smiled, �Never been here, have you?� When they shook their heads, she continued, �Best food for the copper in Fleming, as least that�s what my boss says to tell everyone.�
Camilla said, �We�d like to eat.�
�Right. You can have stew and bread. Or you can have slices of roast beef down the street at the Anchor Inn, but not here. Here you get stew and bread. Chicken at the Lucky Duck tonight, but they overcharge for everything. Stew?�
�Stew,� Camilla confirmed. �And lots of bread.�
�Ale?�
�Wine and water,� Camilla said. �Red wine.�
The woman slipped away to the kitchen, pausing long enough to speak to a young man eating alone. He responded and smiled, and she disappeared. But his eyes kept returning to look at them. Looking at Camilla was understandable because she was so pretty, but Shell caught him looking his way more than once.
The waitress returned with two bowls, a plate piled high with coarse brown bread, and three mugs, two of them half-filled with wine and the third full of water. She positioned herself between the curious man and them, and as she bantered and placed the food in front of them, she whispered, �Beware of the man behind me. He already asked about you.�
Then she stood and laughed as if one of them had said something funny, and flitted off again. Camilla said, �That was nice of her.�
�I got the impression she knows more about him than she could say.�
Camilla said, �After we eat, I think we should go down by the ships. That�s why we�re here. I also think we should stop talking and listen.�
�And I think that when we pay for our meal, we should leave an extra coin for the woman who warned us. I had already noticed that man, but it makes no difference.�
They ate in silence, while trying to pick out the different conversations, all of which seemed to be concerned with buying, selling, or shipping goods on the ships. Several bragged about their profits; a few moaned about their losses, and others talked about what they hoped for the future. All but the one customer who sat and watched them with veiled eyes.
After leaving, they headed out to the street and looked for the lane that would take them to the one below. After reaching it, the foot traffic was less, the people more hurried, and most of them working one way or another, some carrying tools or supplies. A few pushed barrows, rolled barrels, or pulled carts.
Camilla and Shell moved to the side and tried to keep out of the way. They noticed terraces or patios that contained benches and tables. People sat in the shade of small trees or umbrellas and watched the activity on the piers while sipping ale, beer, or wine. Some ate snacks or meals.
As they took a seat at the nearest, Camilla watched and commented on the unloading of a ship, speculating about where the cargo came from and what it might be. While she watched and talked, the tiny hairs on the back of Shell�s neck stood on end. He casually adjusted his chair, allowing his eyes to roam the other patrons and people on the street.
A man drew his attention. Without seeming to, Shell looked and recognized the man from the inn. He thought of Pudding and knew the wolf was too far away, but within contact. His next thought was of the Red dragon, but he quickly tried to erase that thought before the Red came diving out of the sky, spitting acid and screeching while trying to rescue him in front of the entire waterfront.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Camilla said, �Are you even listening to me?�
�No, I�m watching that man from the inn. No, don�t turn around. He�s trying to hide behind the corner of a building, but it�s him.�
�Why would he follow us?�
Shell said, �To rob us?� He shrugged, �Or he suspects who we are? Or he wants something from us. Since we don�t need anything from him, I can�t see how he can help us.�
A boy with an apron that had been white at one time appeared at their table. �Two red wines and water, please,� Camilla said. Then when the boy departed she said, �You and I can sip wine, sit in the shade, and see how long our follower stays there. After our wine is finished, I think we should move down the street to another outdoor caf� and see if he follows.�
�If he does?�
�We may have to talk with him. I�m sure one of these strong, brave men unloading ships will have a husky friend, and between them, they can encourage that man to talk to us on our own terms. It may cost a copper or two, but I think it may be money well spent.� Her tone was conversational, without emotion or stress.
The ease of her statement pulled Shell back to reality. He peered at the expression on her face to find if she was joking and decided she was not. The ruthlessness of her idea surprised him, but then another question came to mind. How was it that she was so willing to do what was necessary to succeed in a conflict and he was not? Hadn�t he come all this way to fight a war? But she was much more adept at it.
The wine arrived, and they watched the activity on the piers, pointing out interesting aspects neither had ever seen. Shell continued to keep an eye on the man watching them while pretending to look at Camilla. The man didn�t move, speak to anyone, or conceal his presence.
Shell had never seen the ocean and knew Camilla had on a previous trip. The ships were large enough to carry cargo and a number of crewmen, but when he looked at the vastness of the water in front of him and tried to imagine that same scene in all directions, his mental capabilities failed. He simply couldn�t imagine such a thing.
A tall, arrogant, man wearing an expensive hat and shirt paused, introduced himself and offered to guide them about profitable purchases if they were investors and could afford his considerable influence, payment in advance. Both laughed and Camilla made short work of the explanation that said they were merely waiting for their uncle. The man quickly moved on when he understood they had almost no money.
A small man in rough clothing stopped at their table and stood in almost the same spot as the first. He removed his hat politely and waited to be recognized. Shell faced him. �Yes?�
�I believe you are new to Fleming and I�d like to offer my assistance�for a small fee.�
�You know Fleming well?� Camilla asked.
�This has been my home for more years than I care to remember. I own a small house and have set aside enough to get by, but I enjoy meeting and helping visitors.�
�The last man wanted to earn a fee, too. We have almost no money.� Camilla said.
Shell kept quiet, learning from both the small man and Camilla. She had not sent him packing, and that interested Shell.
He said, �Of course, I would appreciate you handing me a gold coin or two for my services, but I offer my help and friendship. If you allow me to help you, when it is time to leave Fleming you may leave me a small token of your appreciation, that would be nice, but if you cannot afford a coin, perhaps we�ll become friends and on your next visit you�ll search for me when you are in better circumstances.�
Camilla smiled and said, �We were thinking of moving to another of the outside terraces to watch the ships. Can you suggest one with reasonable prices, good wine, and an interesting view?�
He nodded as he smiled. �You�ve already chosen one of the best, but my personal favorite is down the street where the smaller ships unload. The wine is cheaper, of better quality, and if you request, they bring small loaves of fresh bread and jams for no extra charge.�
Camilla caught Shell�s eye. �Perhaps we should try that place. Shell, would you keep a keen watch while we relocate?�
He understood she was telling him to watch the man from the inn, who still lingered at the edge of the alley. �I will.�
Camilla stood as tall as the little man and ignored his rough shirt and baggy trousers as she took his elbow as if they were old friends. �Please show us the way, and would you be kind enough to share a glass with us?�
Her words and actions were so smooth that Shell lost track of the danger she posed for an enemy. They strolled down the street looking at businesses catering to the ships, past sailors, carpenters, sailmakers, cooks, dancers, and longshoremen. A pleasant chatter surrounded them, as they passed several other places to sip refreshments, watch, and conduct business. Nearly all provided shade from trees; canvas strung across poles or wood roofs.
�I didn�t catch your name,� Camilla said.
The man was enjoying himself. �Ah, I have carried more than a few in my lifetime, each with a story. These days I�m called Red, called so because my skin is so pale it turns in the sun.�
�Well Red, I am Camilla, and this is my older brother, Shell.�
�If I knew your business, I might help,� Red said as he pointed to several tables and allowed Camilla to select one.
She spotted one near the railing where the view would be unobstructed by others at the tables. When the waiter arrived, she asked for three glasses of their best wine, and Red requested a plate of bread with jam. Shell wondered at his insistence on the bread, but let it slide as he found a seat and adjusted the chair while watching the man from the inn take up a new position.
A thought came to him. The man watching might attempt to draw information from Red after he left them. He said, �There�s a man behind Camilla who is watching us. When you have a chance, turn and look. He�d at the corner of the building with the blue sign over the door. Tell us if you know him.�
�Why is he watching you?� Red asked without turning to look.
�We�ve never seen him before,� Camilla said. �But maybe you�ll recognize him.�
Shell said, �If he�s up to no good, he might intercept you and ask about us. I wanted to warn you.�
When the waiter returned, Red scooted his chair over to give him room to place the wine and bread on the table, and as he did, he glanced up at the road to where Shell indicated the watcher stood. His eyes only rested an instant on the man, then he reached for his wine and sipped, his attention turned back to them. �I recognize him. He�s an odd one. Not exactly a criminal, but he watches newcomers. He�s waiting for something or someone, they say.�
�Has he done that for a long time?� Camilla asked.
�About two months, maybe a little more. He eats at the inns and watches all who come and go.� Red leaned over the table and spoke softly, �Some say he�s Dragon Clan.�
Shell refused to look at Camilla at the revelation for fear his face might give him away. He said, �I thought most hate the Dragon Clan.�
Red shook his head. �Not so much, anymore. I think people are more tolerant, if not appreciative for what they do. I think secretly that most people wish to be like them.�
�What does that mean?� Camilla asked.
�Not meaning to offend you, but I�m just saying that being able to talk to dragons, and ride on their backs while flying from place to place and calling them down to fight their enemies sounds very exciting.� Red reached for one of the loaves of bread and tore it in half before biting into the steaming center.
Camilla said, �What did you mean by, what they do?�
Red paused with his chewing and sipped his wine, his eyes fixed on her. �Don�t you have stories about them where you come from?�
�Some. Tell me yours, though,� she ordered tightly.
Red spoke slowly and softly, after glancing around to be sure they were alone and no others were sitting too close and listening. �Well, they used to burn and kill as they fought against the King, they say. Now they�re more apt to help you if you�re in trouble. Then there are the stories about an invasion of Princeton from across the Endless Sea, and some say the only thing holding it off is the Dragon Clan. Now, I don�t know what, if any of this is true.�
Shell said, �I think what you said is probably true, as least from what we hear.�
Camilla settled back and relaxed. Her eyes flicked to the street. �Why do people think he�s Dragon Clan? He looks no different from us.�
Shell withheld a smile that threatened to form. He didn�t know if she intended the �no different from us� comment as a joke or an accidental statement.
Red shrugged. �Can�t say. Never met him, myself. Just repeating what others say.�
�This invasion,� Shell said, �what can you tell me about it?�
�There�s a small port down south of here called Shrewsbury. They say it was supposed to take place there, last summer, or the summer before. The invaders had weapons, tents, armor, and everything else stored there, including a whole town where they got rid of the locals and were going to use as a base.�
�Red, who are �they�?� Shell asked.
Red jabbed his thumb at the ships and beyond. �Over there.�
Rather than being too inquisitive on the subject and raise the interest of their new friend, Shell said, �We�re staying at a house that rents rooms. Is that a good choice?�
�Blue door, up one street? Bossy woman doing the rental?�
�That�s it,� Shell confirmed.
�Better than most. She�s honest and keeps a clean house. No husband, a sailor lost in a storm, but she gets by.�
Camilla said, �Red, what do you know about ships? Our uncle is arriving on one, and I�m curious.�
�These ships here are for cargo. Funny thing about them, there used to be a lot more, and they sailed to places across the sea, but no more.�
She held her wine glass to her lips, but instead of drinking; she said, �Ever hear of a place named Breslau?�
Red�s expression changed to the same sort as if someone had stepped on his toes. It became twisted and painful. He glanced back and forth at them, then slowly pushed his chair back and stood. Without hurrying or saying goodbye, he turned and strode away.
Shell watched him disappear into the crowd, and said, �Well, that was surely unexpected.�
Camilla said, �I�m sorry.�
�You couldn�t have known,� Shell said, his eye still searching for Red. Then they fell onto the watcher, who pretended to look elsewhere. �I guess if we want to get rid of anyone bothering us, we just need to mention Breslau.�
�Can you sense Pudding?�
�He�s roaming the countryside, searching for a meal.�
Camilla said, �That must be a wonderful gift.�
�Or a curse, I�m not sure which it is. I have not felt the sting of a dragon since we entered Fleming. What about you?�
She shook her head. Then said, �I just cannot see why Red reacted that way.�
�He talked all about it until you mentioned that one word.�
Camilla�s eyes had tears at the corners, but an edge of determination controlled her voice. �Maybe I was not supposed to use that name if we were as innocent as we pretended. He knew from that we were not what we believed, and that scared him. I thought this would be easier. I came here to help our families, and I also think because my ego said I could do what others cannot. But the reality is that this is much harder than expected.�
While Shell felt much the same, he shook his head and forced a smile. �You know what? We only arrived this morning. Let�s give it a few days.�
�I suppose you�re right. A lot has happened, but I hoped Red would tell us about the city, where to buy weapons, who to trust, and what to avoid. I messed that up.�
Shell said, �I�ve been thinking of something you mentioned. Those men, the dock workers loading and unloading the ships are strong. Look at the chests and arms on them.�
�I have been,� a slight smile slipped into place on her lips.
�They lift and carry all day,� he ignored her smile. �If we find two of them, we can half-trust, they could deliver the watcher to us if we had a private location.�
Her smile increased. �Or, if I could get him alone for a few moments, I�ll bet I could get a look at his back and see if he has the Dragon Clan mark.�
�How would you do that. . . Oh!� Shell felt his face redden with some embarrassment, but mostly jealousy. He also feared for her safety.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The possible Dragon Clan watcher followed them back to the house where they rented the rooms. Shell didn�t make a big deal of keeping an eye on him but didn�t let him out of sight, either. If he tried to slip away, Shell decided to try following him, maybe turn the tables on who watched who. If nothing else, it would serve him right, but with luck, Shell might find where the watcher lived, or other useful information.
Their rooms didn�t overlook the street in front, so they didn�t know if the watcher remained out there on the street. Both entered Shell�s room and took the same spots as before, Camilla on the bed and him sitting on the floor.
She held out her hand. �Let me see that knife, again.�
Shell passed it to her, again noticing how ordinary it appeared while in the sheath. But as soon as he pulled it, the blade reflected light in a way that indicated the knife was anything but ordinary. The surface of the blade was free of rust, dents, and other signs of use, but instead of a bright reflective surface, it had a soft gray finish. The balance felt perfect, the edge looked new, and the metal had to be an alloy he�d never seen.
Camilla examined it near the window, turning it over and over, end over end, and then she held the handle to the light. �I should have kept this for myself. I�ve never seen a knife as well made. Have you noticed that inside the black of the handle are pictures if you hold it to the light?�
�Pictures? I haven�t had time to look at it, yet.�
�If you hold it in the sunlight, there is an elk on one side and a bird, maybe an eagle, on the other. The handle is smooth, so the images must have been carved from the back side, although I cannot imagine how.�
He held the knife in the sunlight and found she was right. He slid his fingernail down the edge and couldn�t feel the smallest chip, or dent as if the knife had never been used. Yet, the scabbard was not new, but well-worn and aged. Why would someone purchase a knife so rare and yet carry it in an old scabbard?
He said, �The knife with the ruby?�
�Safely hidden. I don�t know why, but this place, this city, makes me feel worried. It�s not the place I�d post pictures of the knife at every street corner. At least, not yet.�
Shell said, �How do we proceed?�
�You�re not talking about the ruby knife, are you? Well, remember this is our first day, and we have not even spent a night here. I say we keep exploring. So far we�ve found several interesting things, and I�d like to talk to Red again.�
�I don�t think he will talk to us,� Shell said. �But I keep thinking about the watcher, and wondering if he is Dragon Clan.�
�Why would he stay here two months?�
�Red never said he had been here all that time. Red said he had seen the man around for over two months, I think. What if there is another place he goes?�
Camilla said, �The watcher? Are you suggesting he may travel to his Family? Or that he has a home nearby? Well, how about him watching more than ports than just Fleming? Or he sails to other ports and always returns here? Maybe the ports are in a certain country across the sea?�
Shell stood, stretching and pointing to the door. �My intent was to make a point, not throw out a hundred possibilities and confuse the situation.�
�So, you just want to consider part of the facts, not all of them.�
�No, I am impatient and direct. Sometimes being impatient and direct are virtues.�
She laughed softly, and asked, �And how might that be?�
�I�m going outside, and if he�s there, I�m going to confront him impatiently and directly.�
�You�re going to walk up to him and ask if he is Dragon Clan and he�s going to tell you? You call that a virtue?� Camilla asked. �If he is, or is not, he�ll probably think you daft, disappear, and you�ll never see him again.�
�Which would be better than looking up a hundred times today and seeing him.� Before Camilla could object, Shell strode onto the landing and descended the stairs. He threw open the front door and caught sight of someone ducking into the deep shade across the street; someone dressed in the same dull brown color of clothing as the watcher.
Shell walked down the street, crossing it as he did, and at the next alley turned. He sprinted past the building and leaped behind the corner where he was hidden from sight as he waited. No sooner had he placed his back against the wall than the watcher�s footprints sounded, drawing closer. Shell held still until the shadowed movement approached. He was reminded of Quester sneaking behind him on the path back in the grasslands.
The watcher continued running until he came even with Shell, and he must have seen Shell from the corner of his eye because he spun and reached for his knife. Shell already held his. The watcher stood taller than Shell by half a head, weighed more, and appeared to be younger, but not by much, maybe a few years.
He wore clothing better than most dockworkers, not as good as many who strolled the streets. His beard was neatly trimmed and his light brown hair longer than most, but shorter than the sailors who tied theirs behind their heads to keep hair from blowing into their eyes while working aloft. He�d learned that earlier while listening to conversations at other tables.
�Why are you following us?� Shell asked in a soft voice he hoped sounded as menacing as he intended.
�I�m not.�
Shell felt his hand holding the knife, begin shaking. He had never fought with a knife. But he controlled his voice and lied, �Look at my knife. It was awarded to me for combat. I can probably slice you open before you can say your name, which is my next question. Who are you?�
Fear filled the watcher�s eyes. He saw the quality of the knife, but Shell said nothing else and kept his face passive. Sometimes silence is scarier than words. Shell took a single step forward while raising his knife a few inches higher. �On the ground.�
�I don�t have anything to steal.�
The voice quavered, and Shell knew he held the upper hand in the confrontation, at least for now. He inched closer, praying to the Six Gods of the Mountains that nobody entered the alley and that the watcher did as told. �Down. Now.�
When the watcher didn�t obey, Shell kicked the side of his knee. The watcher collapsed, and Shell rolled him over and placed his knee on the small of the man�s back as he reached for the waistband and pulled the shirt free. He pretended to search for a purse, but in reality, he wanted the shirt hiked high enough where he could see a dragon birthmark�if one existed.
It did.
Shell stood, glanced around to make sure they were still alone, and lifted the back of his shirt quickly. �Sorry, I don�t have time for a formal greeting to another of the Dragon Clan.�
�I thought so.�
Shell helped him stand. �You knew?�
�Is that Camilla you�re with? Everyone knows of her and what she looks like.�
The mark on the back had told him part of the story, but the question about Camilla and the eagerness with which it had been asked, told Shell all he needed for the moment. �It is Camilla. And you are?�
�River. Raymer is my brother.�
Shell pointed to the street and said, �So you�re from the Raging Mountains Family? Hold on to whatever you�re going to say until we meet with Camilla and then you won�t have to repeat it twice.�
They walked out of the alley and across the street together. River said, �Don�t look to your left until we reach the door. When you open it, glance over there and find a man sitting in a chair watching us. I think he�s a Breslau spy and he is also watching you. I�ve been watching him.�
�And who is watching you?� Shell asked, his tone sharper than intended, but things seemed to be spiraling out of his control.
River said as if he�d missed the anger behind the question, �Nobody. I�ve been careful.�
�Not that careful. Our guest at lunch spotted you right away.� Shell opened the door and glanced at a man sitting in a wooden chair, his gaze fixed somewhere else; his face half-turned away as if he had no interest in him. But a normal person sitting ten steps away would look at a person arriving, and perhaps a nod or say something in greeting. The looking away told more than anything else could. He was trying to conceal himself.
Safely inside, Shell pointed to the stairs and nodded a brief hello to the woman who rented the rooms. Her raised eyebrows said she would keep track of who and how many slept in their rooms, but she said nothing as she went back to her knitting.
River went up first, but said over his shoulder, �You mean Red? I paid him to offer his help to you and ask questions.�
That explained a lot. Not why Red had run at the mention of Breslau, but everything else about the meeting with Red had been too convenient, too easy. At the top of the stairs, Shell stepped in front of him and knocked softly on Camilla�s door.
She opened it and waited, her eyes passing over River and coming to rest on Shell.
He said, �This is River, a relative of ours. His family lives in the Raging Mountains and his brother is Raymer.�
Camilla�s eyes came alive. �You resemble him, all but his attitude I hope.�
�Raymer can be hard to take, but what can I say? He�s my brother.�
Shell motioned to the unseen woman who no doubt listened to every word at the bottom of the stairs while she knitted. �It�s almost time for dinner, why don�t we try another inn and talk over dinner?�
River said, �Good idea, I know a small inn where there�s good food and privacy.�
As they departed the rooming house, Shell again told the old woman goodbye, and as he spoke, he realized that with her watching her rooms as she did, nobody was going to get to the top floor without her knowing. He spun and said, �I haven�t seen anyone else in the other two rooms upstairs. Have they been rented for the next few days?�
She looked up from the almost completed stocking. �Nobody has rented them. Did you want to pay for your relative to stay here?�
River started to shake his head, but Camilla touched his arm and drew his attention as Shell said, �Yes, that�s a great idea. And we may have another relative meeting us here, too, so why don�t I pay for all four rooms and if he does not arrive, I will still have to pay for you holding the room.�
The prospect of renting all her rooms had a wide smile on her face and she almost a giggled. She said, �Half price for the last room if he does not arrive, fair?�
�Fair. Just adjust what I have already paid and if I owe more let me know. Do you by chance sell those stockings you knit?�
�When I can find buyers.�
Shell picked up a completed one and examined the wool and workmanship as if he knew one from another. He said, �I think you have found a buyer. How many pairs do you have completed?�
�Six, but I work fast,� the expression she wore told Shell he could ask for her to repaint the walls of his room and the job would be complete when they returned. If anything, out of the ordinary happened, such as the spy in the chair next door asking questions about her, she would report it to Shell, and he felt confident she wouldn�t reveal anything of him or Camilla. For the cost of a few socks, he�d gained a loyal watchdog.
The suspected Breslau spy was gone when they walked outside, his chair empty. As the three walked down the street, River said, �I already have a place to stay.�
Camilla said, �You have a lot to learn. Shell just made us a friend. That old woman had four empty rooms and nobody to buy her stockings. She might not even have enough coin to eat, but Shell has managed to pay her for things we don�t need, but, what information is she going to share with strangers about us? I�ll tell you. None. Very nicely done, Shell.�
Shell shrugged and said to River, �Besides, her rooms are probably nicer than yours and more secure. After we talk at dinner, I suspect you may need to be closer to us. And I�d think from the way you spoke earlier, you�d want to be closer to Camilla.�
Both turned to face him, one on either side, Camilla in puzzlement, and River in embarrassment. She glanced at him and said, �Not another one.�
Shell laughed, and before long both the others did, too. River guided them higher on the hillside, away from the ships and activity, to a third street parallel to the piers, a residential street for the most part, but a few shops were located there. The shops served the locals instead of the ships. A sign hung over a door with a crude elk carved on it. No paint, no words, just an elk.
River opened the door and entered, leaving Shell and Camilla to fend for themselves. A fat woman wrapped him in her arms and swung him around before looking at the newcomers. �Who do we have here?�
�Distant relatives I ran into. Friends of my brother.�
�Well, do they have names and want to eat the best food in Fleming?�
�Shell and this is my sister, Camilla,� he said almost automatically.
The woman placed her hands on her heavy hips and said, �I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but I think your mama was messing around a bit if you think you have the same father. Not that I�m an expert�oh, never mind the humble pie�I am an expert, and the two of you can say you�re whoever you want. Now, find a table you like, I�ll throw together a dinner you�ll remember a year from now.�
Her jovial words and quick smile took the sting from her revelation. He and Camilla needed to add a layer or two to their story. Different fathers. Shell�s died, and their mother remarried. The glance he�d stolen at Camilla when the fat woman was talking said Camilla already knew it.
They sat at one of the two larger tables, Camilla and Shell sharing the bench that ran along the wall so they could face the room. They pulled the table closer to them as River grabbed a chair and sat across from them. The serving-woman rushed back with three tankards of ale.
�Watered wine for me,� Camilla said.
�What do you think this is? A deluxe inn, or something? We got ale. You get ale.�
As River laughed, she spun and hurried back to the kitchen. There were no others eating yet, and the room was muted and comfortable. Shell tasted the ale and found it bitter, but drinkable. He glanced at River and caught the smirk. He�s paying me back for the comment about him and Camilla.
In that light, River�s response was fair, probably should have been expected. Shell said, �While we�re alone, let�s talk. Red said you�d been here two months watching all strangers.�
�Yes, I�ve been here two months watching strangers. I was down in Racine and sailed up here. Then I found I should have stayed there because about ten of our family arrived right after I left and sailed not long ago. I missed them, but decided this was a better place to find family.�
�Why here?� Camilla blurted.
�Racine is small. Shrewsbury lies all but deserted. I think people from different families are going to make their way here to Fleming to try and help turn back the invasion or find a way to go over there to help. I want to travel there.�
�You know there are no ships that cross the sea, right?� Camilla asked.
�Well, none do these days, but there used to be a lot of them.�
Shell rolled his eyes, �The point is, none do it now.�
River leaned closer to them. �You�re right, but there are ships here that used to cross the sea. At least five right here in Fleming.�
�But they don�t do it anymore,� Shell said, the anger at River�s oblique attitude increasing.
The woman returned with three bowls of hearty stew, coarse grain bread, jam, and a pitcher of ale. She said, �Don�t fill up on that beef stew, hear me? I have apple cobbler topped with cinnamon and sugar. Do yourself a favor and leave some room.�
When she was gone, River said, �I suggest you eat or Rachael will punish you, probably by not letting you have cobbler. Now, I know ships don�t cross the Endless Sea today, but that doesn�t mean they cannot. If for instance, a new owner bought a ship he could sail it anywhere he wanted, if he bought the right one. I discovered a family messenger here a few days ago and sent her to the Raging Mountains for me. Our family has a war fund that will be enough to buy a ship if they will allow me to use it.�
Camilla seemed to accidently jab Shell in his rib with her elbow before she said, �Keep talking.�
�My idea is this. The other ship sailed from Racine so it can make land south of Breslau, and they�ll probably make their way north across the land to reach the city. What if another ship sails north with the same intent, but we travel south and meet them?�
�Three of us will make a difference?� Camilla asked.
River cleaned the last of the stew from his bowl, leaned back and shouted, �When is that cobbler going to get here?�
�When I feel like bringing it,� the woman shouted back.
River grinned and said, �I don�t think the three of us are the only Dragon Clan coming this way.�
Shell instantly thought of Quester. After telling his story to Myron, probably many times, Shell expected Quester to reach Fleming as quickly as possible. Shell�s mind was spinning at River�s suggestions and ideas. Counting Quester there would be four of them, and a wolf named Pudding and an unnamed red miniature dragon.
Camilla spoke before Shell had his thoughts together. �But is there a ship like that for sale?�

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

River said, �Ships that used to sail across the sea are available at bargain prices. There are three of them that can be had, that I know of, but one is in such bad condition from years of neglect I wouldn�t trust it. A second has a skipper who drinks far too much and wants a small fortune for his ship. The third has an owner who once had a thriving business sailing across the sea and back, but now he tries to compete with local coastal ships that carry smaller cargoes and have tiny crews, so his ship sails half empty.�
�Tell us more about the third one,� Shell said.
�Rumors say he�s about to lose his ship, home, and anything else to debt, and selling all that won�t begin to cover what he owes. He and his wife and children will be sold into servitude to pay the debts within a few ten-days.�
Camilla said, �He should never have borrowed.�
River said, �True, but if my family agrees to let me use the money to pay off his debts, he should be willing to let us use his ship for our needs. If not, we can let him and his family be sold into slavery, and we can still buy the ship from the creditors, probably at a cheaper price. We might even buy him on the auction block, or we can hire a new captain from down on the wharfs.�
Camilla settled back and allowed the three plates of apple cobbler be placed in front of her. She distributed them, and Shell, who had never tasted cinnamon and sugar. From the aroma, he found himself more interested in the pie than conversation.
Shell tasted the cobbler and decided it was the best food he�d ever eaten. He looked up at River and said, �You seem a nice man on the surface, but beneath that is a ruthlessness I�ve never encountered, so I don�t know what to think. You will let the man and his family be sold into servitude without a qualm?�
�I don�t know him, didn�t advise him to borrow so heavily, and it is no concern of mine. If he agrees to sail where we want, so be it. If not, that is his choice.� River spooned pie into his mouth as if that ended the subject.
Shell said, �We should speak to him. Camilla?�
She set aside her spoon and looked at River. �When do you hope to hear from the Raging Mountains?�
�A month, at most.�
�A lot can happen in a month. The war may be over, or our family on the other ship may be in dire straits. The owner of this ship and his family may be sold into servitude, and the ship auctioned to others. How much does a ship of that kind cost?�
River snorted, as said as if speaking of a fortune, �At least three gold standards. He also has half that again in debt.�
Shell cut in quickly, �I�m from far away. How big is a gold standard?�
River made a circle with his thumb and forefinger, a circle much smaller than Shell expected. Within the money they had taken from the cabin, there were a dozen gold coins of the size he indicated and more that were larger or smaller. That didn�t even count the silver. He glanced at Camilla. We can buy five or six ships, maybe more.
Camilla said, �You�re telling me to have the captain and the ship, a buyer would have to pay for the ship and half that again to free the owner so he could sail her? That is not a good business deal if you ask me.�
Shell said, �Do you personally know this owner?�
�No, why?�
�I may have five gold coins that size, and few of silver, too.�
Camilla said, �Only fools would pay that much.�
�There is a lender who will get little if the captain and family are sold on the auction block, and then the ship becomes another liability the lender has to sell. But before we talk of that, you two had better eat your cobbler or there will be hell to pay when Rachael comes back.�
A pair of men entered and shouted for ale before the door slammed shut, obviously old customers. Not long after, three more men entered, talking loudly and teasing each other. Camilla suggested they pay Rachael and go back to their rooms and continue their talks.
The day had vanished while eating and talking, and a cool evening settled over Fleming. Many people out walking wore sweaters or light jackets, but there were almost as many people on the streets as during the day. Oil lamps attached to stone or brick walls glowed at almost every street corner, and more between. Most of the nicer doorways had a lamp providing a cheerful yellow light.
But as they approached the rooming house, there were no lights in the small windows. Shell caught a glimpse of a shadow as someone stood from the chair on the porch where the spy had sat earlier, and it disappeared into the darker shadows between the buildings.
Camilla said, �That�s odd.�
�Did you see him slip into the alley?� Shell asked.
�No,� Camilla said. �No candles or lamps inside.�
They paused in the center of the street, searching for danger. River split away from them and moved carefully closer to the far wall of the building, while Shell was more direct and pulled his knife. People on the street either circled well around them or drew back to observe, sensing something was about to happen. Soon a semicircle of people stood silently and watched the three creep up to the front door, but only after making sure the narrow alleys on both sides of the building were safe.
Camilla eased the door open and left it for the others to follow. Shell hesitated, watching the crowd, looking for the spy, or anything else out of place in the group. The silent reaction of the crowd raised the hackles of the neck. They neither seemed responsible, nor willing to offer help.
�Shell!�
The shout from inside the rooming house snapped his attention to Camilla�s voice, and he ran inside. The woman who rented the rooms lay sprawled on the floor near the chair where she sat and knitted. River was sparking his flint, lighting an oil lamp. A dark stain surrounded the woman�s head. Camilla knelt at her side.
�She�s alive,� Camilla said.
River held the lamp closer as the flame took hold and threw back the darkness. The woman�s face was pale, her breathing slow and shallow, but the blood pool had almost dried and was not expanding.
River sat the lamp on the floor and leaped to the front door, and outside. He shouted to the crowd, �We need a doctor and constable.�
Shell found where the blood oozed from a cut on the woman�s head, and on the floor beside her a stick of firewood larger around than his arm. �Don�t move her until a doctor gets here.�
River didn�t return, but an unknown woman entered and announced, �I am a nurse. Let me see her.�
Shell got out of the way. The new arrival probed the wound with gentle fingers and snapped, �Where�s her bedroom?�
�I�ll find out,� Shell said and ran into the rear of the house. He knew only four doors were upstairs, none of them hers, so she must live on the ground floor. One door took him to the kitchen. Oddly, the rear door stood wide open. The second door was a bedroom. �In here.�
The nurse said to Camilla, �You take her feet. Your man and I will lift her shoulders and carry her.�
Shell and Camilla traded places. They lifted, but the woman was short and thin, so she weighed almost nothing. After a few steps they placed her on a bed and Shell was told to fetch water, while Camilla remained to help.
River returned, a constable wearing a brass badge at his heels. River carried the lamp to the bedroom and soon had several glowing while Shell gave a quick update to the constable, just the bare facts.
The constable asked, �Do you have any reason why someone would do this?�
�We�ve only spoken a few times when she rented us the rooms this morning,� Shell said, but a feeling of dread began to slip over him as he considered the two obvious reasons. The Breslau spy or the money?
Either way, it was their fault. He needed to go upstairs and see if the money was gone, not because of wealth, but because if it was missing, that had been the object of the attack. The constable asked more questions, wanting to know where they had been, if anyone could vouch for them, and if they�d seen anything. River answered most of the questions. Shell had already delivered a bucket of water to the nurse and stuck his head inside the bedroom long enough to ask if they needed anything else.
When they didn�t, he went back to the constable and tried to think of an excuse to climb the stairs, but a man carrying a small leather bag entered.
�I�m a doctor.�
�In here,� the nurse shouted, and he hurried deeper into the house.
�Anything missing?� the constable demanded.
Shell said, �I�ve never been in the rest of the house, but feel free to look. Do you mind if I run upstairs and see if my room is okay?�
The constable looked ready to object, but River must have sensed Shell didn�t want the constable upstairs yet. He said, �Now that you mention it, there might have been a vase on that table.�
�We�d better check it all.� He turned to Shell, �You sing out if someone has been in your room.�
Shell climbed the stairs and went into his room. The drawers were dumped onto the floor and the little money left for bait was missing. A quick check assured him that neither of the other locations had been found. He didn�t know where Camilla hid the rest, but when he opened her door, all was neat and orderly. The other rooms were untouched, meaning they had returned and interrupted the theft, probably. Whoever it was hadn�t had the time to search Camilla�s room.
Realizing that a search of the rooms by the constable might turn up his hidden money and that would certainly raise eyebrows and new questions, and it might shift the attention away from a simple break-in to an investigation of Camilla and himself. He didn�t need the constable upstairs.
It was the work of half a moment to clean his clothing and belongings off the floor and stuff it all into two drawers. He called out, �Everything up here is normal.�
He met Camilla on the stairs and followed her into her room and closed the door. Camilla said, �She will be fine, we think.�
�My room was searched. The small coin sack is gone, but the rest is still there.�
She moved to a floorboard near the corner of her room and pried it up, then put it back in place. �We�re good here.�
�I think we interrupted them in the act before they could search thoroughly. The back door was left open, probably the way they escaped. The one out front was the lookout.� Shell�s voice stuttered as his mind caught up with his mouth.
�River?�
Camilla said, �He�s trying to get rid of the constable. Make him leave.�
�We brought this on her, you know. I�m not sure how, but it was us.�
�We�ll hire someone to stay with her. And we should hire one of those men down on the docks to stand guard here,� she said.
The doctor called to them and met them at the bottom of the stairs. �It�s not as bad as it looks. She needs to stay off her feet a day or so, but I�ve left instructions, and she will be fine.�
Camilla said, �Did she say what happened?�
�She has no idea. My guess? Someone snuck in the back door and hit her with the firewood before she even knew he was there. Then he looked for something to steal.�
Camilla glanced at Shell and River. Then back to the doctor. �Can you check back with us tomorrow? And I hope to have someone here to look after her.�
The doctor turned and headed for the door. As he had one foot out, he turned and said, �It would be good if someone large looked out for her. If you like, I�ll send a man over that you can trust.�
�That would be wonderful,� Camilla said.
River and the constable went to each room, and River pointed out a missing statue and a few other items he described but had never seen, but they satisfied the constable, and he made a list, detailing each item, then said he would return the following day so make a note of anything else.
When the constable and doctor had gone, and the crowd outside dispersed, Camilla lowered the bar to lock the door and called a meeting of the three in the small sitting room. �I�ll sleep down here with her,� Camilla pointed to the open bedroom door.
�Robbery?� Shell asked, and he reached out and touched the mind of Pudding. He didn�t want the wolf in town but relished the protection it could give. The wolf waited nearer than Shell thought, and if needed the animal could race down the streets of Fleming, defend Shell, and be gone before anyone realized what happened.
�Coincidence,� River asked, then shook his head. �She�s been renting rooms for years, but this happens on the day you arrive? No, I don�t think so.�
Shell said, �Tomorrow morning we will go to the money-lender and make an offer. After that, we will see, but if it�s left up to me, I will sleep on the ship. It�ll be safer.�
�We can�t do that,� Camilla said. �We owe that poor woman back there.�
Shell wanted to explain that none of the three of them had done anything to the woman, someone else had, but after taking a good look at Camilla�s expression he wisely held his tongue. A knock at the door spun all their heads, but Shell remembered the doctor had offered to send a large man to guard them. He opened the front door and found a man a full head taller than himself, and weighing twice what he did.
�I�m supposed to stay awake and not let anybody come inside.�
Shell waved him inside. �Thank you for coming.
The guard set himself a bed outside the bedroom door, but told them he would try to stay awake the entire night. A friend would take over during the day, and he would return the next night. River, Camilla, and Shell went to Shell�s room to plan. The first thing agreed upon was that if any of them saw the suspected spy in the following days, no matter where they would attempt to seize him. River planned an active search beginning at first light. Camilla wanted to begin now. Shell found himself in the unwanted role of peacemaker.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

When Shell woke in his bed after tossing and turning all night, the morning was still almost dark. He eased from his bed and went to check on River, to find him already gone. Camilla was in the kitchen, the guard sitting in a chair near the bedroom door of the injured woman. He didn�t know what to do, first.
Back in his bedroom, he went to the gold coins and selected six, which was more than the owner of the ship�s debts. He placed several silvers of different sizes in his purse along with the gold. He strapped on his belt, making sure the knife slipped easily free.
At the front door, he called, �Camilla, I�ll be right out front.�
Shell threw open the door, looking to where the Breslau spy had sat, and when he found the chair empty, he looked to the people on the street. Most appeared to be heading to work, but a few paused and returned his stare. They had probably either been near last night when the woman was discovered beaten or had heard of it. None seemed offended by his actions.
A leap carried him off the porch to the alley, also empty as the chair where the Breslau spy had been earlier. He searched for footprints that might tell him something, but of the dozens he found, he couldn�t identify any as being made from the intruder. Back on the street people moved on their way, not concerned with him and his strange actions.
But the tingle of the red dragon made itself known as if it knew he was in danger. The stories he�d heard said the green dragons controlled by the Breslau Dragon Masters would kill the red if they found it. He ordered it to land where it would be safe. He touched the mind of the wolf and found it agitated, ready to race through the town to his rescue.
Calming himself, so he didn�t upset the wolf and dragon, he walked in one direction, then retraced his route and went in the other. Nothing seemed to be out of order, but he felt on edge.
River came to his side. �Doing the same as me?�
�Just looking around.�
�Let�s eat. I have a few ideas.�
They entered the house, and the guard was awake and eating. He said, �Another will be here soon.�
�How much do we owe you?� Shell asked.
�The doctor already took care of it.�
�Why?� Shell asked. �This is our problem.�
�Mrs. Honeycutt has lived here all her life. People like her.�
It was the first-time Shell had heard her name, and it seemed to fit her. The respect from the guard, and now the doctor told of the community's affection for her.
Camilla said, �Get something to eat. River, what time do the lenders arrive at work?�
�They�re a lazy bunch and won�t be there until later. I found the Captain�s name and where he lives from a friend this morning. We should all go see him, first.�
Shell nodded his agreement while eating jam smeared on bread, both rare treats at his home. He said, �I have the coins we need, but River seems to understand how this works better than you and me, so I think he should do the actual negotiations.�
Camilla agreed. They left the rooming house shortly after and headed up the side of the hill to where smaller houses stood, most surrounded by vegetable and fruit gardens on all sides. As they approached, a man stepped outside. He was tall, so thin he could be called gaunt, and his dark beard with streaks of white hung to his chest.
�Captain Spanner?� River asked, holding out his hand to shake.
The man on the porch made no attempt to take River�s hand. �What of it?�
�We�d like to discuss business. If you tell us a time and place, we could meet you.�
�My ship is not sailing. Go away.�
River smiled at the rude manners and gruff talk. �Sir, if I may explain.�
�Get out of here.�
�Sir, we may have good news for you.�
River dodged the flower pot that the Captain grabbed and threw. �Hey, we�re trying to help.�
�I said, get out of here.� The man advanced and all three retreated a few steps until they reached the street.
Shell and River continued to move back. However, Camilla pulled to a sudden stop, her knife in her hand, moving it in slow circles centered on the man�s stomach. �You can stop right there, Captain. We�re on a public street now, and if you come at me, I�ll gut you like a trout.�
He appeared as if he would charge her.
Shell spoke, his voice quick and loud. �That would be stupid. She will do what she says, look at her eyes. But if you take another step, all three of us will defend ourselves.�
River shouted to the people passing on the street. �Look at him! He�s going to fight that little girl! Somebody get the constable!�
The Captain pulled up short, his eyes taking in the dozen people who had stopped walking as if seeing them for the first time, his anger transforming into confusion.
Camilla moved back to join Shell and River, leaving him standing alone. She said, �You�re a stupid man.�
�What right do you have to say that?� He asked, but didn�t move closer.
�Because in a ten-day you and your whole family will be sold to slavers and we came here to stop it.� She turned her back on him. �River, take us to the money-lenders, and we�ll buy his ship and hire a captain with some common sense.�
�Wait!�
Camilla said, mouthing her words softly, �Keep moving.�
River and Shell turned and walked with her. Shell heard running footsteps and spun. The Captain was reaching to grab Camilla�s arm, but found Shell�s knife waiting. The Captain stopped and said, �I want to talk.�
Camilla shook her head, �Boys? Let�s go.�
As they turned away, a woman stalked from the garden where she�d probably seen and heard everything. She stormed ahead of them and stood firmly with her jaw set. �You have coin?�
�We do,� Camilla confirmed.
�Then we will talk. It is not only my stupid husband that will be sold but me and our three children. Please, come inside and allow me to serve you tea.� She smiled and nodded at her husband, �He can remain outside if you wish.�
They followed her inside, the Captain following behind. There was seating for five, and they sat, two on one side of the room, three on the other, as if a contest was about to begin. Camilla said, �We do not need tea.�
�Good, I have none,� the woman said. �I just wanted you where I could speak in private without embarrassing my husband with the temper from the stress he is under. What is your offer?�
Camilla nodded to River, who said, �We may offer to pay your debts, purchase your ship, and retain you as Captain.�
The woman paused, considered and said, �There is more. You could simply go to the lenders and buy the ship for less than half of that amount in ten or fifteen days. We would be sold into servitude, and you could purchase a ship that nobody else wants. Why are you willing to pay so much today? You cannot wait?�
�That is our business,� River said.
Camilla held up her hand to stop him from talking. She said, �It is our business, but it now seems to be yours, too. We do want something, more. I will tell you the truth, but if you do not accept our offer the three of us will walk away and disappear, never to be found or seen again. If you spread the tale of us, I will have you slain and your house burned and salt spread over the land, so nothing will grow her for a thousand years.�
The woman looked to her husband and said, �Do you still want to hear their story?�
�Whatever they say will not be repeated by me. They are giving us an option to accept or refuse. We can listen.�
Two choices. It�s always about two choices. Shell said, �We are Dragon Clan.�
The shock and fear said those were the last two words, they had expected to hear. Camilla said, �Across the Endless Sea is a land called Breslau, and the ruler there is planning to invade Princeton and rule with their people making all the laws.�
The Captain said, �I have heard whispers.�
�We wish to go there. To Breslau. And return. Maybe several times,� Camilla said. �It will be dangerous, and we may all die, but that�s our deal.�
The Captain glanced at his wife and then turned back to them. �In short, your offer is that I risk my life for your purposes, whatever they are, and my family is free? I accept.�
Camilla said, �We will negotiate with the lenders and buy your debt, the ship, supplies, and the personal debt of your family. We will also provide money for them to live well in case you die.�
The Captain stood and reached for Camilla�s hand.
They talked for a while longer, and the three of them left, choosing to leave the Captain with his wife to discuss the situation further, although all expected the deal had been all but sealed.
Outside, River took the lead. He said, �You two are ruthless.�
�We got our deal,� Camilla said.
�But if they had not accepted, I was ready to cut their throats. We will all three have to go before a family council over telling them who we are, but you knew that.�
Shell said, �These are different times. People are not so against us like they used to be, but if the Breslau royalty comes here, the hunts for us will begin again, the rewards more, and all of us may die. Different times need different rules.�
�Let�s hope the family councils see it that way, too,� River said, as he escorted them down the hillside and to the road that ran along the docks and piers. He nodded to a small doorway with no sign. He knocked.
A short man wearing a patterned robe opened the door, a pair of looped gold in the lobes of each ear. He almost smiled. �May I help you?�
River said, �We have a proposition for you.�
�I do not loan money without collateral.�
�We are here to perhaps put gold into your purse, not the other way around,� River said and waited.
After only a second, the man swung the door all the way open and waved a hand. �My name is Raymonde. You are the people I�ve been waiting for since winter.�
Inside stood a desk, several chairs, as if the room often held six or eight people, and an iron stove. On the stove sat a pot of hot water. A small shelf held ten small metal mugs. The room smelled of tea, spices, and cleanliness.
Raymonde asked, �Tea?�
�Talk first,� Camilla said.
The man shrugged and offered chairs as he sat in one padded, bottom and back. He leaned back and interlaced his fingers over his ample stomach. �In my land, which admittedly is very far away, business matters are discussed in a mannerly way, not abrupt as here.�
Hoping not to hear Breslau, Shell asked, �Where is your home?�
�Far south of here, where the sun is hotter, and there is less rain.�
Shell gave that some thought. �There are lands south of Princeton?�
�First comes a desert, so vast none has crossed it, but in a ship, one can sail where ever.�
Before Camilla or River could change the subject, Shell leaned closer, �And south of your home are more lands?�
�Many,� Raymonde smiled as he sat, seemingly relaxed, but his eyes were too intelligent, too probing.
Shell said, �Captain Spanner owes you a substantial sum.�
�Yes, he does. It was a poor investment on my part and a lesson to be learned.�
�How so?�
�What seemed to be a good investment with a good man didn�t work out as expected. That happens from time to time, but my gold was protected by the value of his ship, so I didn�t worry. However, I lost sight of the business aspect while trying to help Captain Spanner and his family.� Raymonde waited.
�You loaned him more.�
�Indeed. Then to try and recoup my investment, I compounded the amount in an effort to recover all.�
River said, �What is the debt he now owes?�
A new twinkle entered the money-lenders eye. He consulted numbers in a book he pulled from inside his robe and used a pen to calculate. �Four gold crowns and three silver slags.�
�Ridiculous,� Camilla said as if insulted at the number.
�Excuse me?� Raymonde asked, looking offended, but the look didn�t appear genuine.
Camilla said, �A man and woman well beyond their prime, and three children, all without skills to offer buyers, will bring a minimum on the auction block. The ship, as you well know, is too big to operate for trading along the coast. The required crew and expenses eat up any profits, and that is why Captain Spanner lost money. Who would buy it?�
�You have done your research, young lady. However, the numbers I quoted are accurate.�
�Of that, I have no doubt, but I�d like you to quote me another set of numbers if you will.� Camilla sat back and waited for Raymonde to ask which numbers those were.
Instead, he jotted with his pen and then looked at her and said with a genuine looking smile, �I hate prolonged negotiations, don�t you? The numbers I see are five silver slags at auction for the family. Three gold crowns for the ship and the rest should be written off as a poor investment by me.�
Camilla matched his smile. �I hate prolonged negotiations, too. Except when I�m being taken advantage of. If you receive two slags for the family I�ll be surprised, and the ship isn�t worth more than a single gold crown, but then you�ll have to sell it for parts to get that gold, and you�ll pay the brokers a stiff fee for wrecking the ship and selling it off.�
Raymonde shrugged and said, �I do accept counter-offers from time to time.�
Camilla said, �I can make you that counter-offer, which you will of course refuse. In the interest of keeping this short, I am going to split this offer near the middle. But first, hear me out. I understand that you like Captain Spanner, and so do we. Our intent is to buy his ship and hire him, but there are other captains and other ships.�
She waited for that to sink in. Shell appreciated her tact.
She said, �I will offer you a full two gold crowns for the ship, the freedom of the family, and any other debts you hold against them. Before you bargain with me again, know that this is my last offer, and I have heard there are two other similar ships for sale in Fleming for less gold. Before I lower my offer, I�ll take a look at those ships, and there is one in Racine that has come to my attention. They say it�s a bargain and ready to be put to work.�
Raymonde scribbled a few more worthless numbers in his little ledger and looked up as if taken by surprise by what he discovered. He said, �While I will not earn any profit, you have managed to correctly identify my investment, and while you are robbing me, I will accept your offer.�
Shell slipped two fingers into the purse holding the two gold coins and held them up.
Raymonde hesitated. �Those are gold rounds from Timor. About the same diameter, but slightly thicker than our bargain.�
�You didn�t have to tell us that,� Camilla said.
�I wouldn�t wish you to think me dishonest,� Raymonde said, still not accepting the larger coins.
Camilla said, �Take them. Use the extra to drop pennies into the cups of beggars now and then. Can I stop by and gather the paperwork after the noon meal?�
Raymonde stood, bowed deeply and as he did, snatched the two coins from the fingers of Shell. They left and stood in the street, looking and smiling at each other. They had just bought a ship and captain.
Shell said, �We were going to pay more.�
River said, �And I thought I was going to do the negotiating, but not when I heard Camilla take over, I shut up. If it were me on the other side of the table, I�d have paid twice as much and still thought we got a good deal.�
They were all laughing when Shell heard his name echoing down the street.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Shell turned to find a crowd of people on the street, the usual workmen, sailors, longshoremen, and gawkers. But one in the distance had his arm raised, waving it wildly as he shouted.
�Quester! You made it,� Shell called back.
Camilla recognized the name, and River stood aside as the two men hugged and spun each other around. Shell introduced them while drinking watered wine and eating a lesser version of the apple pie they had the night before.
They watched the ships and activity while telling all that had happened until Shell sat upright and turned to River. �Where is our ship?�
�Thought you�d never ask,� River said, pointing down the far end of the docks where the activity was far less. A short time later they stood looking at the Lady for the first time. The name said it all. The ship was trim for a deep-water vessel, her masts tall, and her sides high. A single row of portholes ran from bow to stern. At the stern rose two more decks.
A man near the ladder from the pier to the ship waved and called to them. It was Captain Spanner. He rushed them aboard, pointing out the beauty and functionality of the ship as he took them on a tour.
River asked, �Do you have a crew?�
�I have a cook and a good one at that. I�ll hire the rest, but with a good ship and cook, a crew is easy.�
Camilla said, �They should know our destination, and the danger, but you can�t tell them until we leave port, so how will that work?�
He smiled. �I know these men on the docks. Some I wouldn�t trust with your mug of ale; others are as loyal as an old dog. I know who is who. And which are good men at sea and which are laggards.�
�We have the money to pay them,� Shell said, �so you can go ahead and make your offers.�
Camilla nodded and added, �Standard pay, but a bonus at the end of every cruise, as determined by the Captain. A generous bonus. You decide how much.�
Shell said, �See that raised deck on the stern? I�m going to need you to buy some timber. I want a platform built there, flat, wider than the ship, if possible. A temporary structure, but strong.�
�If I may ask why?� the Captain asked.
�To carry a small dragon.�
The smile the Captain wore faltered. River frowned but said nothing. Camilla managed to keep her face passive, but her eyes took on a new glow.
Shell said, �And a wolf.�
�My ship is going to carry animals?� Captain Spanner said in a sharp tone.
�Good idea,� Shell said. �Make some pens for sheep, at least a dozen.�
�Sheep?� The Captain asked.
�The wolf and dragon must eat, you know.� Shell managed to conceal his glee by pretending to wipe his mouth with the back of his hand.
The Captain shrugged, �Consider it done. I guess this means you were able to buy the ship and pay my debts?�
Camilla said, �All taken care of. I�ll have the paperwork soon.�
�When were you thinking of sailing?� The Captain asked. �I need a crew, provisions, a damn deck built on the stern, and supplies. A lot of supplies for the trip I believe you want to take.�
Shell said, �You can begin getting things ready today, but I think at least five or six days before we depart.�
The others seemed to agree by virtue of none disagreeing. Shell said, �Inns are too open, too many people listening, and we need a place to meet and talk. Is there somewhere on the ship where all of us can gather and be comfortable?�
Captain Spanner laughed and pointed to an open hatch. �Down there is one of the cargo decks. A little modification here and there will give us a room to hold a hundred. Cookie can bring food, you can sleep in the cabins aft, and I can send for wine, tables, chairs, and anything else we need.�
Three days later, newly hired crew crawled over the ship replacing, repairing, splicing, and cleaning. They were a cheerful lot of men, handpicked by the Captain. Each knew the basics that the ship would sail across the sea to forbidden lands, and most let it be known they didn�t like a nation across the Endless Sea telling them where they could sail, let alone the coming war.
Two more Dragon Clan were found wandering the streets like lost lambs. Both were from the Drylands Family, an older man called Chess and a girl a year or two older than Camilla, but much stronger. She wanted to race the sailors to the tops of the masts even though she�d never seen one before. She had wild dark hair that refused to be tamed and eyes as wild as the hair. She never seemed to sit in one place for long. Chess called her Sophia.
Word came from Racine via another Dragon Clan member called Prince, a tall, thin boy from the Highlands Family. He had gone to Racine to join with the others and missed the ship by a few days, so he headed for the larger port of Fleming in hopes of finding a ship to carry him, but he never expected to find six other Dragon Clan outfitting a ship.
The various tasks began to fall into the hands of those best qualified to do them. Shell found himself meeting with the Captain to discuss the route across the sea. While few maps existed, Captain Spanner had traveled to Breslau when a young man. He claimed to remember much of it. He drew a sketch of the huge circular bay, the main river, and other items he could recall.
The original plan had been to land north of the city at the gateway and travel across land to the city of Breslau, but Captain Spanner disagreed. The land was too arid, too hot, and desolate. No food or water, in short, but mountains and heat to contend with.
�How would you do it?� Shell asked.
�You seem to know more about it than others, so you got your information from somewhere. Did you hear about another city that is built on the tip of the point where the bay opens up?�
Shell had heard the stories. Travelers were lured there, first. Traps waited. Two Dragon Clan had escaped only because a dragon picked them up in its talons and flew them away. He nodded that he did know of the place.
�Well, as you can see from my drawing, from that point you can see all the way to the other on a clear day. The bay is this big circle inside the two pincers, so what Breslau has, is a giant bay protected from the ocean weather, but with only one way in or out.�
One way in or out. Shell studied the paper. The bay was as large as his hand, fingers spread out. The opening was his thumb and forefinger, an inch apart.
The Captain touched the tip of the point of land on the north side. �This is where the abandoned city is. A few hundred residents and soldiers, unless they�ve changed.�
Again, Shell had heard the stories, and it hadn�t changed. �We have six Dragon Clan, and maybe a few of your men to help. What can we do?�
�You have my ship. It can carry more than cargo. It can carry a small army. Now, from all I�ve heard, Breslau is going to sail to Shrewsbury soon, in an armada of troopships. Suppose we allow them to sail out of their harbor and into the ocean?�
�What good does that do to let them sail here?� Shell asked, understanding that the Captain was trying to explain something he didn�t understand.
�Well, a hundred men could easily capture the city here at the point. A dragon could keep ships from sailing into, or out of the bay, which would be useful.�
�That sounds like a good idea,� Shell said, not convinced.
�And a point to remember for later discussion, but let me ask another question. If Breslau sends all their armies and their damn green dragons to Princeton in a mass invasion so they can defeat us, who is going to stay at home and protect them?�
�For the captain of a shipping company, you sure seem to hear a lot,� Shell said.
�Captains discuss things over ale. We�re a small group, one for each ship you see, so we depend on each other for information. For instance, were you aware that the Earl of Princeton has a son called Edward? Or that Edward sits at the head of an army not a day�s ride from Fleming?�
Shell grew wary. Edward was once in the village of the Dragon Clan at Bear Mountain when Camilla escaped. They allowed him to leave and since then he had helped the Dragon Clan several times. He asked, �Why is that important?�
�If a messenger went to Edward and said there are rumors the Breslau army is leaving to invade us at Shrewsbury before the end of summer, he would take his army south to turn them back. His army could bottle them up before they leave Shrewsbury where the path between the mountains is narrow.� The captain paused.
Shell said, �The ships might just sail back to Breslau.�
The captain chuckled. �Perhaps. But if I raise a hundred fighting men to sail with us, and you have a dragon at your command, we might keep any of their ships from returning home, and blockade any supply ships trying to leave that bay of theirs. The entrance is a natural place for that.�
Shell stood. �I like your plan and have to go put part of it in motion. We�ll talk again, soon.�
He rushed off and found Camilla with Quester, a staff in the hands of each. They were in the cargo hold, but the rap of the staffs carried throughout the ship, as it had the day before. Shell watched Camilla block all the blows Quester tried, without effort. Then he stepped closer and said, �I have a plan, thanks to our Captain.�
�Does it include you taking any more, wild animals across the sea?� she quipped.
�Maybe. But it does include you making a trip for a few days. We�ll hold up the Lady�s departure, of course.�
�Where am I going,� She asked.
�First, let me outline a plan.� He sketched the idea and saw that she and Quester instantly liked it, in principle. But he saw them hesitating, too. He said, �We need maybe a hundred good fighting men. And of course, we need the King�s Army to travel down to Shrewsbury to bottleneck the troopships, and the men landing there.�
�And how do you propose we do that?� Her tone had shifted from flippant to unbelieving.
He smiled. �I propose sending you to visit an old friend of yours. Edward, the son of the Earl of Princeton, is leading an army less than a day�s walk from here.�
�He�s a good man. I remember him well.�
�Do you think he will remember you?�
She snorted, then giggled. �He owes me.�
�I remember the story. Will you go see him?�
�Of course. And I�ll bring back your hundred fighting men, the King�s soldiers, instead of you trying to scrounge them on the docks. Quester can escort with me. And Pudding.�
�Do you think the Earl will do it?� Shell asked.
�Edward? He�s a doll. Where�s his army located?�
�The Captain will tell you,� Shell said. He reached out and found Pudding. He�d have sent Pudding to protect Camilla even if she hadn�t asked. Then he sat on the railing of the ship and watched the activity around him in amazement. The new deck to carry the red dragon, assuming it wanted to travel with them, was almost finished. Only the strongest dragons would fly all the way across the Endless Sea without resting, but his small red wouldn�t have to. It could rest while riding part of the way. A pen constructed below that roost would hold sheep to feed the dragon, and of course a wolf.
The sails were patched, ropes tested and replaced, food had been brought aboard, and the Lady had a competent crew. Each of the Dragon Clan had taken on duties and worked as hard as any of the crew. More importantly, instead of a vague plan, thanks to the Captain, he had one more defined.
Another ship filled with Dragon Clan had already sailed to Breslau, and he wished it success, but he intended to follow his plan. Six Dragon Clan members against a whole nation of invaders. It didn�t seem fair, but leaving one or two of his Dragon Clan in Fleming to even up the sides didn�t appeal to him. He smiled at the old joke.
But one item stood out beyond all the others. Life was about to get more interesting. The smile turned to a chuckle. He was up to it.
The End
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